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ABSTRACT
Oceanic Groundings: Maritime Geographies and Black Internationalism in the Early Twentieth
Century
By Maegan A. Miller

Advisor: Dr. Ruth Wilson Gilmore
This dissertation examines the shipboard writings, transnational solidarities and vernacular
cultures, and spaces of social reproduction among Black and other subaltern seafarers and
maritime travelers in the first decades of the twentieth century. I draw upon oral histories,
literature, poetry, memoirs, and the archives of leftist political organizations and British colonial
officials. Through a practice of close reading across textual genres and transnational spaces, my
dissertation develops oceanic groundings as: (1) a constellation of iterative and intentional acts
of political learning through the movements of ordinary people, (2) a pedagogical project of
listening to and learning from the shifting grounds that maritime workers moved through that
challenges totalizing narratives of pathology and premature death, and (3) an errant archival
practice that intellectually wanders, strolls, and journeys across genres and repositories listening
for the depth and churn of freedom struggles.
I develop oceanic groundings as an analytic across three empirical chapters. Chapter 1
explores anti-colonial intimacies and processes of grounded learning through the Communist
International. Where previous studies have explored the politics of Afro-Asian solidarity and
intellectual exchanges during the interwar period, the chapter focuses specifically on how
activists shared stories and strategies of building movement capacity through maritime circuits.
Chapter 2 follows the oral histories of a group of musicians of Cape Verdean and Caribbean
descent who made a life in the multiracial Cardiff docklands. The chapter considers the multiple
iv

ways that their music, political consciousness, and place-making practices developed through
and against the rhythms of the South Wales coal shipping industry. Chapter 3 journeys with
Black women radicals Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson. The chapter asks how thinking with
the materialities and vernacular cultures of the sea beyond maritime labor can enliven alternative
histories and imaginations of the oceanic. My hope is that thinking with the intellectual and
material crosscurrents of maritime workers and travelers in the early twentieth century can help
us to think differently about the stories that we have heard and told about the unfinished struggle
for Black freedom—stories about the people whose movements made “the movement” possible,
the routes and reverberations of political consciousness, and the places where workers with
seemingly insurmountable differences of ideology and identity made common cause, however
ephemerally, in the struggle for collective liberation.
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1. Oceanic Groundings: Towards an Errant and Intimate Politics of
Internationalism
Rather than consigning our seafaring forebears to a submerged past, might we engage their
presence in a call for solidarity with future inhabitants of our planet, who will inherit the Earth
we write into being?
—Sharad Chari, “Subaltern Sea? Indian Ocean Errantry Against Subalternization”
The subaltern can speak in submarine space, but it is hard to hear her or his underwater voice,
whispering (as Brand writes) a thousand secrets that at once wash closer and remain opaque,
resisting closure.
—Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley, “Black Atlantic, Queer Atlantic”

Lunch counters and liberatory life-ways
St. William Grant prepared and sold lunches— chicken cutlets, patties, yam balls, and
johnnycakes—to sailors and dockworkers on the United Fruit Company piers in Kingston,
Jamaica throughout the 1930s. From the waterfront, Grant used to “articulate about the black
struggle, black consciousness, black liberation and the return to Africa––the Garvey struggle”
(Bryan & Watson, 2003, p. 46). Grant’s contemporaries spoke with admiration about his ability
to draw and captivate crowds with his speeches, even as he was at times “cantankerous” and
“aggressive.” His lessons about “African culture, history, and ways of life” were developed
through conversations with soldiers from across the African diaspora as he served in the British
West Indies Regiment during World War I and through involvement in the Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA) chapters in New York City, Cuba, and London (Bryan &
Watson, 2003, p. 46). From 1927, he made a home in Kingston, the place of his birth. From
there, his stories circulated with those who helped him make and carry lunches, the itinerant
dock workers and seamen who purchased his patties and yams, and the crowds that gathered
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every Sunday night in Victoria Park (now renamed St. William Grant Park) to “tell the history of
a different country, which was very foreign to some of us” (Bryan & Watson, 2003, p. 70-71).
Grant’s influences on famed Jamaican labor leader Alexander Bustamente and his role in
organizing the 1937-1938 Kingston dock strikes as part of a Caribbean-wide anti-imperial labor
politics have been well documented (Bryan & Watson, 2003). St. Grant’s story further provides a
window into the spatial practices of grounded learning that occurred along steamship routes, the
socially reproductive work that underwrote maritime labor, and the ways that stories of
elsewhere captivated the political and geographical imaginations of workers through maritime
circuits.
Oceanic Groundings journeys through lunch counters, engine rooms, boarding houses,
meeting halls, dance clubs, and ship cabins and considers the radical politics of intimacy and
internationalism that were routed through these everyday spaces as ordinary people studied and
struggled for freedom in the first half of the twentieth century. Black internationalism is a
“product of consciousness; that is, the conscious interconnection and interlocution of Black
struggles across man-made and natural boundaries—including the borders of nations, empires,
continents, oceans, and seas” (West & Martin, 2009, p. 1). Universal and unbounded
emancipation from structures of racial capitalism, colonialism, imperialism, and patriarchy are at
the core of Black internationalist movements, even as the conditions, meaning, and tactics of
struggle have transformed across historical conjunctures (Davies, 2008; Robinson, 2000; Scott,
2004; West & Martin, 2009).
These everyday spaces of the ship bunk and lunch counter were integral to the ways that
discourses of Black internationalism “traveled” as they were “translated, disseminated,
reformulated, and debated in transnational contexts marked by difference” (Edwards, 2003, p. 7).
The question of how internationalisms travel is also a question of consciousness formation—how
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people come to understand the structural conditions that shape their lives, see themselves as part
of a wider struggle for social transformation, and become politically engaged through a variety
of resistance strategies (Freire, 2005; Gilmore, 2004; Pulido, 2006).
There is much more to be learned about how and to what ends workers—acting at the
interface of empires, diasporas, and political organizations—forged connections and formed
radical networks through maritime circuits. How did maritime workers expand capacity for
collective political activism? In what ways did maritime workers embody a politics of refusal to
the death-dealing abstractions and partitions of colonial shipping and global racial capitalism
more broadly (see Gilmore, 2002; McKittrick, 2011)? While ports and ships were historically
sites of convergence, it was by no means inevitable that the communities and stories—expressed
as song, novel, performance, periodical, and yarn—would circulate and congeal toward
liberatory ends. As such, my dissertation focuses specifically on the question of consciousness
formation and the “subversive politics of shared stories” (McKittrick, 2016, p. 88).
Oceanic Groundings is shaped by and examines the long history of abolition geographies
in the Atlantic world. Abolition geography is both a method of intellectual inquiry and a mode of
political organizing (Gilmore, 2017). Abolition geography is attentive to “racial capitalism’s
scaled cycles of place-making” (Gilmore, 2017, p. 226) through violent modalities of sociospatial differentiation and death-dealing abstraction (Gilmore, 2002; McKittrick, 2011). The
purpose of abolitionist critique is not to merely document a past, present, and certain future of
misery and unfreedom but, following Ruth Wilson Gilmore, to “identify the central
contradictions—inherent vices—in regimes of dispossession” and to “urgently show how radical
consciousness in action resolves into liberated life-ways, however provisional” (Gilmore, 2017,
p. 227). Abolition geographies are attentive to the ways in which “ordinary people who lack
resources but who do not necessarily lack resourcefulness” (Gilmore, 2008, p. 33) creatively
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combine themselves not only to survive and fight against the forces of racial capitalism and
empire but also make place across scales as a practice of freedom and project of radical worldmaking (Gilmore, 2017; McKittrick, 2011). Finally, abolition geographies ask us to consider
how the intellectual traditions emergent from and grounded in these lifeways may guide us as we
continue to sketch and stretch the coordinates of a “map without a mandate for conquest”
(Morrison, 1992, p.3) in and for our planetary future (Chari, 2013; Chari, 2019 McKittrick, 2013;
Woods, 2007).

Crosscurrents
The project builds upon previous writings on oceanic thought and history. Paul Gilroy’s
The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, is a landmark—a lighthouse. The
Black Atlantic charts a path towards a radical poetics of relationality that foregrounds the ship as
“a living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion” (Gilroy, 1993, p.4, my emphasis) and
explores the “distinct articulations between the discontinuous histories of England’s ports...its
interfaces with the wider world” (ibid, 17). Gilroy’s recognition—indeed, insistence, upon—a
historical politics and poetics of life ruptures anachronistic and tautological accounts of Black
social death and invites careful engagement with the intimate materialities of oceanic
crosscurrents. The Black Atlantic traces Black movement beyond the commodity form and
considers the genealogy of “struggles toward emancipation, autonomy, and citizenship” (ibid,
16). Crucially, these struggles were not constrained by the geopolitical partition of empires and
nations, but rather refashioned and consolidated through transnational circulation, encounter, and
exchange. Gilroy argues that the “reflexive cultures and consciousness of European settlers and
those of the Africans they enslaved, the “Indians” they slaughtered, and the Asians they
indentured were not, even in the most extreme brutality, sealed-off hermeneutically from each
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other” (ibid, 2). In short, The Black Atlantic refuses methodological nationalism and absolutism
as it reckons with the capacious dimensions and complex dilemmas of identities forged in the
struggle against the “death-dealing abstractions” (Gilmore, 2002) of global racial capitalism.
The work of salvaging and recuperating submerged histories unsettles the borders of
nations as well as academic disciplines and archival conventions. Even as cultures and
consciousness of the “New World” were not hermeneutically discrete, these intimacies have
often been forgotten such that, “[t]he questions that we can ask about these histories are
influenced by the unevenly inhabited and inconsistently understood aftermaths of these obscured
connections” (Lowe, 2015, p.3). The fragmentation of consciousness and memory inevitably
result from archival segregation and disciplinary territorialization. The colonial archive, as a
projection and product of imperial power, is itself structured in such a way that discourages
attention to “relationships between the matters classified within distinct stores... organized by
office, task, and function” and resonances between differentiated and episodic histories of
dispossession (Lowe, 2015, p. 5, original emphasis; Chari 2009). Lowe’s (2015) methodological
insistence on “reading across” (p. 6) repositories can also be read as a provocation to read across
oceans and towards the Oceanic South. Samuelson and Lavery’s (2019) framework of the
“Oceanic South,” “brings into agitated contention the extractive economies of the North and the
persistent legacies of settler colonialism in the South...registers the wakes of south-south
connectivity that have been drawn across bodies of water to grant substance to normative
imaginings of the global South” (p. 37). These modes of intellectual journeying chart new
itineraries for engaging with historical geographies of movement and struggle and bring into
critical focus the manifold materialities—the water itself, the more-than-human dimensions, and
the socio-spatial relations that structure maritime transport, travel, and labor--that mediate the
oceanic past and future (Chari, 2019; Deloughrey, 2017).
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The question of metaphor has figured centrally within these debates. Numerous scholars
have critiqued Gilroy’s original formulation of the Black Atlantic with not engaging “the image
of the ship” in great depth beyond the opening pages of the text, arguing that “the writing out of
materiality falls short of the most radical potential of oceanic imaginations” (Tinsley, 2008, p.
197; for a related critique see also Dayan 1996). Katherine McKittrick (2006) argues that,

“metaphors of the middle passage or the Atlantic are never simply symbolic renditions of
placelessness and vanishing histories—this is too easy and, in my view, reinforces the
idea that black scholars and writers are ungeographic, trapped in metaphors that
seemingly have no physical resonance” (xxi).

Rather than uphold a false dichotomy of materiality and metaphor, McKittrick (2006, p.xxi)
reads The Black Atlantic “through the material sites that hold together and anchor the text—the
middle passage, the Atlantic Ocean, black travelers in Europe, Canada, and elsewhere, the slave
ship, the plantation, shared outernational musics, fictional and autobiographical geographies,
[and] nationalisms.” Building upon McKittrick’s reading, I am interested in the spaces opened
and paths charted by the Black Atlantic—the questions that can be posed and read through the
text—rather than quick dismissals of uncharted waters.
Along these lines, Oceanic Groundings rejects the bifurcations of “grounded theory” as
static versus “oceanic studies” as dynamic and capacious. Samuelson and Lavery (2019, p. 2)
“for forgo both the stability of being “grounded” and the lucidity of a privileged position on
global processes in favor of indicating ways of reading that are alive to turbulence, drift,
refraction, and the more-than-human materialities of the oceanic South.” In similar vein,
Steinberg and Peters (2015, p. 247) contrast the dynamism of oceanic ontology with a “sense of
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matter as fixed and grounded.” The political possibilities of oceanic studies cannot be reached
through figurative abstractions, romanticized fluidities, or oversimplifications of the
boundedness of grounded study. This dissertation strives to work against these tendencies to
argue for a grounded reading of oceanic theory rooted in the material struggles of the Black
radical tradition and routed through the everyday spaces of seaports and develops a rich
methodological practice for listening to the “subtle and submarine” (Walcott, 2014, p. 254)
lifeways and learning modes of making maritime internationalism. Oceanic groundings are
“attentive to the praxis of the maritime world” (Blum, 2010, p. 670) and “internally
discontinuous, allowing for differences and inequalities between situated subjects” (Tinsley,
2008, p. 203).

Oceanic Groundings
Oceanic Groundings builds upon the alternative materialities of the maritime from the vantage
point of grounded, “street strolling” Black intellectuals of the interwar period. Historian Ula
Taylor (2006) argues that Ella Baker and Amy Ashwood Garvey developed their political
consciousness predominantly through informal study groups and practices of strolling the streets
of Harlem.5 Although these women had different political agendas, they shared a common
commitment to gathering and sharing analyses derived from the lived realities of Black
communities and developed through intentional arts of movement. Studies of UNIA often focus
on the spectacle of large international conventions and parades held in Harlem, overshadowing
quieter and no less powerful work of members such as Amy Ashwood Garvey who walked doorto-door in the streets from Harlem to Brooklyn “extolling her Pan-African vision...and building
an army of grassroots foot soldiers” (Taylor, 2006, p. 159). Likewise, Ella Baker “pursued her
education in the streets of New York...and absorb[ed] the groundswell of ideas surrounding her ”
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(Grant, 1998, p. 27-8; cited in Taylor, 2006, p. 162) as she spent her weekends strolling until as
late as 3:00 am listening to discussions, debating, and talking with people in bread lines.
Strolling was not an aimless act of wandering, but a structured and intentional act of learning on
the move. Taylor (2006) argues that,

“For both of them, strolling became a way of knowing. As a structured movement,
successful strolling includes mastering a set of protocols. For example, one had to make
contact with others, position one’s body to hear, be able to quickly calculate the value of
the information one is encountering. Being prepared for a shift in ground tactics [heated
arguments] demands a focused lens and a willingness to (re)strategize an idea. Crowded,
dynamic streets engender a certain quickness of mind...and intellectual skill of thinking
on their feet” (155).

Walter Rodney’s lifework further develops a pedagogy and practice of grounded
learning––of thinking on one’s feet and from the streets. In A History of the Guyanese Working
People, 1881-1905, published in the wake of his assassination, Rodney (1981) speaks
specifically to the process of political consciousness formation among maritime workers in the
context of the 1905-1906 general strikes that began on the Georgetown waterfront and spread
throughout the sugar estates and factories of Demarara. Artisans, bakers, porters, domestic
workers, and housewives joined the demonstrations, while a group of Black women—most of
whom were domestic workers—attacked the police station in Georgetown. The strikes were the
culmination of a protracted regional crisis of the plantation economy that manifested locally with
high food prices, stagnant wages, and organized abandonment of infrastructure (Gilmore, 2017).
The dockworkers were a sensitive point of articulation in the colonial import-export economy
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and had undergone a distinct “process of class education through glimpses of international
experience” (Rodney, 1981, p. 198). The ‘international experience’ in this context came from
their interactions with seafarers and exposure to the popular press and stories of transnational
rebellions including the 1889 London dock worker strikes, 1905 Russian Revolution, and Black
land struggles in South Africa. In many cases, the stevedores were “the first to hear, read, and
discuss news from the outside world” (Rodney, 1981, p. 198). Rodney’s purpose is not to
suggest that the roots of revolt were imposed upon or external to the Guyanese working class,
but rather, to consider how “the groups [of workers] standing around Georgetown talking
politics” (Rodney, 1981, p. 216) were inspired by, these antecedent and contemporaneous
struggles as they mobilized across the racial-spatial partitions of plantation society. His analysis
is attentive to the specificity of the maritime experience as well as the relationships between
seafarers and their role within communities on the move between shops, ships, and sugar estates.
Walter Rodney recuperates this usable past of solidarity between urban workers and
plantation workers as part of a larger Black Power political project that denaturalizes
antagonisms between Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese communities (Rodney, 1981).
Rodney’s conception of Black Power in the West Indies draws together the histories of enslaved
Africans and indentured Indians on the basis of shared experience, conscious refusal, and
collective revolt against the colonial power structures, racial capitalism, and plantation blocs
(Rodney, 2019; Woods, 2017). Thought and action rather than prefigured identity were at stake.
These lessons formed the basis of a grounded historiography and his life’s work was premised
upon listening to, learning from, and building with the groups standing around, talking politics in
Georgetown, Kingston, Dar es Salaam, and London. Much more than a form of engaged
scholarship, what he termed groundings—informal dialogues and learning sessions in streets and
parks, under bridges, wherever the people were—were a “way of life,” through which Rodney

9

often explained that he learned more than he could ever teach because “he discovered that they
had their own remarkable pedagogy for developing ideas about their reality” (Rodney, 2019, p.
85).
As an analytic, oceanic grounding is a provocation to consider how thinking with and
learning from the groundings and “the people standing around talking about politics” can inform
the study of ocean worlds and vice versa. It is an attentiveness to how people on ships, on docks,
and in the oceanic social worlds on land “pick up something here, something there, and move
on,” much like the sea washes over grains of sand (Hill, 1990, p. 51), and to the unanticipated
cracks, crevices, and corners where ideas take hold and people hold one another (Agard-Jones
2012). Throughout this dissertation, I develop oceanic groundings as: (1) a constellation of
iterative and intentional acts of political learning through the movements of ordinary people, (2)
a pedagogical project of listening to and learning from the shifting grounds that maritime
workers moved through that challenges totalizing narratives of pathology and premature death,
and (3) an errant archival practice that intellectually wanders, strolls, and journeys across genres
and repositories listening for the depth and churn of freedom struggles.
Oceanic groundings humanize the landscape and hold in tense relation the sedimented but
still unsettled lifeways of those on the move, whether by steamer or canoe, to market or
warehouse, or to provisional homes and insistent pleasure. The stories of ordinary people
enlivens a practice of “ocean-writing [that is] attentive to geographical situatedness” (Chari,
2016, p. 796), to the multiple routes, registers, and scales of relative mobility and stasis, and
present generative grounds from which to chart circuits of capital and consciousness formation;
see also Brown, 2005; Agard-Jones, 2012; Gilmore, 2017).
Oceanic groundings are unsettling practices. These practices foreground the stories and
lifepaths of colonial seafarers whose archival presence is most commonly legible as a problem of
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surveillance or through the calculus and routinized spectacle of premature death. The colonial
archive renders these subjects simultaneously invisible, yet brutally hypervisible (Fuentes, 2016).
Moreover, the analytical over-taxation and visual brandishing of the suffering Black body “in
order to attest to racism” (McKittrick, 2011, p. 958, my emphasis) paradoxically, reinscribes an
ontological and libidinal investment in the intractable future of dispossession and damnation. In
contrast, oceanic groundings are an abolitionist praxis that follows the lives of colonial seafarers
along, across and against the archival grain “not for the purposes of documenting misery...[but
to] identify central contradictions... in regimes of dispossession [and]...show how radical
consciousness resolves into liberated lifeways” (Gilmore, 2017, p. 228). Oceanic groundings
orient attention towards the clandestine and the hidden-in-plain sight cartographies of struggle—
that which is “unremarked, yet inescapably present” (Agard-Jones, 2012, p. 333). In “Freedom is
a Secret,” Katherine McKittrick (2007) teaches us that the maps produced from the underground
are both illegible to and rescript the cartographic and temporal rules of domination. For those
who are willing to look and listen, the insurgent Black spatial practices of those who are
“intimately aware of surroundings, albeit on different terms than we may know” bring to light
the subterranean struggles and convergences (McKittrick, 2007, p. 102-111).
The lifeways and collective learning spaces of subaltern seafarers were part of a larger
process of grounded political education. By political education, I do not mean a hierarchical or
external process of learning but rather the empowerment of “oppressed people, ordinary people
infusing new meanings into the concept of democracy and finding their own individual and
collective power to determine their lives and shape the direction of history” (Ransby, 2005, p. 1)
and as a practice that takes seriously the ways in which Black working class people analyzed
their world and capacities for leadership (Ransby, 2005; Vaz Borges, 2019; Woods, 2007). These
knowledges and capacities are developed as existing practices and institutions are “renovated and
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made critical” to advance liberatory goals (Gilmore, 2004, 2007; Gramsci, 1971). As militant
intellectuals have taught us, revolutionary consciousness does not emerge spontaneously. It
cannot be reduced to experience or explained as the formulaic outcome of crises or oppression
(Freire, 2005; Gilmore, 2017). Rather, it is a process of learning and living rather than an
achievement or intellectual arrival before the fact of political practice (Alexander, 2006).
When we look to the lives of colonial seafarers, what we find is a capacious and
provisional transnational infrastructure stitched together, lyrically and materially, by stories,
whispers, and winks. The collective practices of learning that are routed through the transitory
and clandestine harbors of kitchens and basements defy premature death and the perpetual
rendering of the friendless and abject subject (Bald 2013a; Gilmore 2017). Their capaciousness
lies in the creative combinations of people and resources to sharpen and share knowledges
formed in cafes that are also classrooms, in streets that double as schools, of religious tracts that
shroud freedom papers—anti-colonial and abolitionist periodicals, and of lighthouses that to the
untrained eye are nothing more than darkness and detritus (Simone, 2004; Vaz Borges, 2019).

Methodology
If, as Woods and McKittrick (2007, p. 4 ) argue, “the materiality of a body of water prompts a
geographic narrative that may not be readily visible on maps or nautical charts,” then we can
think of oceans between us, again, not as a vacuous space to be crossed but as an open invitation
to look and listen differently to the submarine and tidal acts that bring the collective“us” into
being. In A Map to the Door of No Return, Dionne Brand (2001, p.51) writes that, “The sea
sounded like a thousand secrets, all whispered at the same time. In the daytime it was
indistinguishable to me from air...The same substance that carried voices or smells, music or
emotion.” This rupturing passage pushes beyond the problem of archival silence and asks instead
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that we listen for the chorus of whispers and vernacular cultures whose presence is drowned,
forgotten, or disregarded as simply background noise or deafening quiet. The whispers of the sea
and to those whose “seeming insignificance requires excessive attention” (Campt, 2017, p. 7) can
be heard in literary landscapes, in embodied gestures and jazz performances, below deck and
everywhere between.
Still, there is much that was unsaid or unrecorded. Like the churn of the sea, my errant
reading of the archives refuses authority, the differentiation and valorization of knowledges, and
quests for closure and enclosure. Archives are not self-evident and cannot be reduced to the sum
of all texts concerning a person, institution, or event. Rather, “an archive should be understood at
the level of a discursive condition of possible statements of knowledge, at the level of a
generative discursive system that governs and regulates the production and appearance of
statements—what can and cannot be said” (Scott, 2008, p. vii; see also, Edwards, 2003). How,
then, do we “recover the insurgent ground” (Hartman, 2019, p. xiv) of seafarers’ lives? The
power and authority of the archive shapes what can be known about the lives of ordinary people.
I propose a practice of archival errantry that works against archival partition, disciplinary
territorialization, and silencing of particular pasts. Errantry has multiple meanings: a quality,
condition, or fact of wandering and of straying outside of the proper path, bonds, and bounds.
For Saidiya Hartman (2019), the errant marks an epistemic break from the omnipotent gaze of
bourgeois respectability and racial statecraft and provides an opening into the overlooked and
largely unimaginable social worlds of ordinary Black girls in New York and Philadelphia at the
turn of the twentieth century. For Sharad Chari (2019), errantry signifies “journeying of thought
in an open boat”(ibid., p. 191) that charts an uncertain course of unfolding and unbounded
exchange between the intellectual traditions of the Black Atlantic and Indian Oceans and “calls
attention to the many points at which people question these currents, gathering the intellectual
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and cultural resources necessary to build the subaltern political will for the future” (ibid, p. 205).
The crosscurrents of these seas are richest in marine life and, in their ability to hold but not
contain, can provide the richest grounds for depth of theorizing (Tinsley, 2008). Archival
errantry is an art of “reading across” (Lowe, 2015, p. 6) genres, repositories, and oceans, to
recover the submerged stories of the ordinary, extraordinary, and unimaginable.
Errant archival practices from the margins, interstices, and crosscurrents—through
unexpected alliances, affiliated community organizations, and personal relationships—in order to
tell this collective history of working-class Black knowledge production (Gore, 2012). My
objective is not only to demonstrate that sailors connected disparate places and communities but
to understand how these ideological and material connections—the contours of common struggle
— were formed and cultivated. Such an enquiry requires tracing the multi-sited and multidirectional movements (Trotz, 2006) of maritime workers to and through the spaces of everyday
social movement-building and social reproduction— the shipyard, Grant’s lunch counter,
Johnson’s house parties, the meeting hall, the living room, and the boarding house—on both
sides of the Atlantic.
My dissertation constructs and puts to use a capacious archive of Black maritime
radicalism that includes: surveillance reports, ship ledgers, periodicals, novels, oral histories, and
the records of radical organizations. I read fictional characters as ethnographic subjects in
dialogue with oral histories, memoirs, surveillance reports, and poems in order to bring to life the
thousand secrets of the sea and with the recognition that opacity is also a source of strength—that
not all secrets can or should be heard. Rather than strive for resolution or comprehensiveness, the
errant archive lingers in the space of “what could have been” (Hartman, 2008, p. 6), what likely
was, and what might yet still be to come.
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Chapter Outline
My hope is that thinking with the intellectual and material crosscurrents of maritime workers in
the early twentieth century can help us to think differently about the stories that we have heard
and told about the unfinished struggle for Black freedom. Stories about the people whose
movements made “the movement” possible, the routes and reverberations of political
consciousness, and the places where workers with seemingly insurmountable differences of
ideology and identity made common cause, however ephemerally, in the struggle for collective
liberation.
The dissertation develops oceanic groundings as an analytic across three empirical
chapters. Chapter 1 explores anti-colonial intimacies and processes of grounded learning through
the Communist International. Where previous studies have explored the politics of Afro-Asian
solidarity and intellectual exchanges during the interwar period, the chapter focuses specifically
on how activists shared stories and strategies of building movement capacity through maritime
circuits. Chapter 2 follows the oral histories of a group of musicians of Cape Verdean and
Caribbean descent who made a life in the multiracial Cardiff docklands. The chapter considers
the multiple ways that their music, political consciousness, and place-making practices
developed through and against the rhythms of the South Wales coal shipping industry. Chapter 3
journeys with Black women radicals Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson. The chapter asks how
thinking with the materialities and vernacular cultures of the sea beyond maritime labor can
enliven alternative histories and imaginations of the oceanic.
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2. Maritime Routes through Moscow: Oceanic Imaginations, Safe Harbors,
and the Everyday Production of Radical Internationalism

The opening chapter of Jamaican writer Claude McKay’s 1928 novel Home to Harlem is a story
of ships in motion. The main character is an African American sailor named Jake who works as a
stoker—a person who shovels and tends coal in the boiler—on a steamship from Cardiff to New
York City. Prior to enlisting in the U.S. Navy, Jake worked in the Brooklyn Navy Yards.
Disillusioned with fighting the “white folks’ war,” Jake deserted from his naval fleet and made
his way from La Havre to Limehouse in the East End of London. In London, he worked on the
docks and lived alongside men and women who had recently migrated from across the African
diaspora. Eventually, he made his way to Cardiff, his port of departure. It was only after an
“Arab” sailor deserted that Jake was hired at the last minute as a stoker. Below deck, Jake
reflected upon the harsh and dirty working conditions—extraordinary even in comparison to the
drudgery he was used to—and his place among the predominantly “Arab” crew. McKay writes,
“All that Jake knew of the freighter was that it stank between sea and sky” but he cared little, as
he was eager to return to Harlem (McKay, 1987 [1928], p. 1). We learn that, “One of the sailors
flattered Jake. ‘You’re the same like us chaps. You ain’t like them dirty jabbering coolies.’ But
Jake smiled and shook his head in a noncommittal way. He knew that if he was just like the
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white sailors, he might have signed on as a deckhand and not as a stoker” (McKay, 1987 [1928],
p. 3).
Home to Harlem is one of the most celebrated books of the Harlem Renaissance. It is
easy to miss Jake’s reflections on the crew as background noise overshadowed by the
anticipation of the Black metropolis. Yet, there is much to be gained from lingering in the quiet
politics of these pages. Jake’s smile and noncommittal headshake in response to the white
deckhand’s statement that “you’re just like us” embodies a quiet politics of refusal and
recognition, and as a quiet practice of speaking back “honed in response to sustained everyday
encounters with exigency and duress” (Campt, 2017, p. 10). Jake actively refused to distance
himself from the rest of the “Arab”/”Coolie” crew, even as he found their eating habits,
language, and other practices strange. In doing so, Jake enacts an ambivalent politics of
solidarity based upon the recognition of shared, although not identical, material conditions.
Jake’s character recognized the differences of circumstance and resonances of exclusion and
exploitation through the engine room.
Early twentieth century shipping brought dispossessed subjects from across empires into
close physical proximity. The horrific conditions of lascar and other Black seafarers below the
waterline and in the metropolis have been well-documented (Tabili, 1994; Seddon, 2014).
Engine rooms were hot and loud. They were spaces of monotonous drudgery and protracted
vulnerability. The lives of seamen were shorted by unnatural causes—malnutrition, particulate
matter in their lungs, and bodily injuries –– to quicken racial capitalism’s profit cycles. Workers
faced constant danger of being “burned by the furnaces, crushed by sliding coals, choked by
dust, smoke, and fumes, or overcome by heat exhaustion” (Hyslop, 2009, p. 56). Here, I revisit
the engine room not to collect further proof of abjection, but to consider shipboard intimacies,
what Lisa Lowe (2015, p. 17-18) defines as “close connections in relation to a global geography
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that one often conceives in terms of vast spatial distance… [and] the implied but less visible
forms of alliance, affinity, and society among variously colonized peoples beyond the
metropolitan national center.” Intimacy cannot be reduced to Euclidian proximity, but rather
entails the modes of collective learning and identification through which “ordinary people, in
changing diversity, figure out how to stretch or diminish social and spatial forms to create room
for their lives” (Gilmore, 2017, p. 232) in and against the “disintegrating grind of partition and
repartition through which racial capitalism perpetuates the means of valorization” (ibid, p. 238).
To register the “subtle and submarine” (Walcott, 2014, p. 254) acts of making a life in the
engine room requires careful listening, as these ties were often whispered or drowned out by the
bellowing furnace or smoke clouds. In Jake’s head-shake and conscious reflection, there is an
active stretching against partition and imaginative opening for worlding otherwise. In 1932 Otto
Huiswoud, a Communist organizer from Suriname, educated the multiracial crew in the bunks of
a transatlantic steamer about the case of the “Scottsboro Boys”––nine African American
teenagers wrongfully accused of rape in Alabama––and circulated a petition in their defense. In
so doing, he refashioned the ship as a space of learning through struggle (Turner, 2005). As
Dada Amir Khan (1989) spent his spare moments in his cramped bunk memorizing songs and
poems to engage sailors, farmers, and other workers in ports from New York to the Caribbean to
Japan in the Indian nationalist struggles, he subverted port authorities who were, at times, quick
to intercept revolutionary tracts but could not capture the oral tracks of internationalism. When
Syed Rasul’s shipmates taught and comforted him on his first voyage from Bombay to London
in 1930, their collective acts of care enabled him to survive the journey and to make a better life
along the way. Rasul explained,
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“They took me down inside the ship, such a strange place. I was frightened, because I had
never seen anything like that before. Then the sea started to go… like that. Oh my god!...I
think for six or seven days I didn’t have any cup of tea or food or anything. Still I had to
work. I swore to God that when I get back I am never going to leave my home and family
again. The other men looked after me, they said ‘Don’t worry after a few days the sea
will go smooth.’ It was true, I was alright when I got used to it” (Rasul, 1987, p. 180181).

The intimate acts of looking after and caring for one another are often lost in writings on
shipboard life. As Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley (2008, p. 192-9) writes, “feeling and feeling for
co-occupants on ships…[marks] a disruption to the normative order.” The acts of forging
connections and commitment to looking-after one another counteract imperial desires for
premature death and partition, if incompletely. To say this is not to suggest that those who did
not live died because they could not learn. But to ignore the existence of collective lifeways is to
obscure the complexity and diminish the dignity of those who survived and made lives amidst
the intersecting violences of the sea. The rupturing passages of the defiant look and looking-after
remind us that death-dealing abstractions are neither intractable nor absolute. The quiet politics
of a smile or caress can hold thundering possibilities for liberation; and they present openings for
uncovering multiple forms and registers of relational worlding among ordinary people in the face
of abjection.
This chapter journeys with the collective provisioning and pedagogical acts below deck
and asks how attentiveness to the knowledge shared, carried, and forged through these spaces
can deepen contemporary understandings of radical internationalism in the interwar period. I
consider the engine room as a space of radical worlding and as a mode of analysis. By that, I
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mean a methodology for listening for the presumed silences and absences in the archives, for the
lifeways that are difficult to register outside of the deafening and death-dealing engines of
empire. Recent studies have explored the role of Black maritime workers in the production of
internationalist spaces and networks in the 1930s through the political biographies of seamen’s
organizers in U.K. ports such as Chris Jones and Harry O’Connell (Featherstone, 2016;
Høgsbjerg, 2015). This work has demonstrated the ways in which seafarers served as a “vital
link keeping their communities informed of struggles across the Black world” (International
African Opinion, 1939) as they circulated texts such as the Negro Worker, gathered in Hamburg
for the 1932 World Unity Congress to connect multiracial dockworker struggles from Durban to
Cardiff to New Orleans, and coordinated work stoppages from San Francisco to Port Said in
defense of Ethiopia against Italian fascism (Featherstone, 2015; Adi, 2009). These studies
primarily focus on movements routed through the International Trade Union Committee of
Negro Workers, established by the Comintern in 1928. This chapter provides an earlier reading,
showing how Black maritime workers figured into Comintern movement-building strategies
from 1922 and connected the lived spaces and learning strategies of the engine room and
boarding house to conversations held in Moscow.
During the early decades of the twentieth century, Black maritime workers distributed
international periodicals such as the Negro World, Negro Worker, and International African
Opinion and “Black books” such as Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem and Banjo through
Atlantic ports, coordinated direct actions across the U.K. and British West Indies to challenge
colonial subjugation and racial capitalist exploitation, and served as a “vital link keeping their
communities informed of struggles across the Black world” (Adi, 2009; Horne, 2005; Stevens,
2017; Zumoff, 2013). This chapter argues that the engine room and everyday spaces such as
dockside cafes and boarding houses were not only important spaces through which the
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periodicals, petitions, and poetic verses of anti-capitalist and anti-colonial struggle circulated.
Rather, these ordinary and intimate sites were “spaces of convergence” (Heatherton, 2014) where
transoceanic traditions of radicalism merged and where workers collectively learned how to
make a life on the move and how to make a movement. In the following pages, I revisit the
proceedings of the 1922 Communist International Congress in Moscow as a meeting of oceanic
imaginaries, pedagogies, and place-making practices across racial, regional, and organizational
divides.

Moscow, 1922
In 1922, Claude McKay and Otto Huiswoud became the first delegates of African descent to
attend a Congress of the Communist International in Moscow. The Fourth Comintern Congress
was pivotal in its positioning of the “Negro Question” within anti-capitalist struggle. McKay
spoke against white supremacy within the American Communist Party and labor movement more
broadly and, as Robin Kelley notes, “in the end McKay’s point was clear: the Negro stood at the
fulcrum of class struggle and there would be no successful working-class movement without
black workers at the center” (Kelley, 2002, p. 47). Huiswoud expressed similar sentiments and
further emphasized the role of Garveyism as a force against worldwide imperialism, suggesting
that Black communists could organize amongst the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA) membership. Lenin, with the exception of delivering a single speech, was unable to
attend the convention due to illness; yet because he wanted to meet him, Huiswoud visited at his
sickbed where the two discussed Black worker struggles in the United States (H. Huiswoud,
undated).
Minkah Makalani (2011b) explains that Huiswoud and McKay drew on earlier arguments from
Asian radicals to stress the international dimensions of race, reframing the Negro problem as a
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global problem requiring international organization, adapting the “Theses on the Colonial
Question” to the “Theses on the Negro Question.” Asian Radicals M.N. Roy and Sen Katayama,
both of whom McKay and Huiswoud had working relationships with in New York City,
defended the Black delegates from the racist reception by members of the U.S., British, and
South African Communist Parties, pressured skeptical delegates to take the “Negro Question”
more seriously, and participated in the newly formed Negro Commission. Makalani (2011b)
further explains that,

“The Fourth Congress afforded McKay and Huiswoud an opportunity to meet with other
anti-colonial radicals from Egypt, India, Japan, China, and Algeria, as well as Roy and
others on the Eastern Commission. While neither preserved their conversations with these
radicals, they likely discussed how their respective struggles were tied to one another and
socialist revolution” (p. 170).

While we cannot know the precise details of how these radicals discussed and forged
connections between their struggles, the draft resolutions for a proposed international meeting of
Black workers following from this Congress sheds light on some of the conversations that might
have taken place. The Comintern announced that it would convene a world Negro congress,
advocate for racial equality, and desegregate trade unions or organize “Negroes in trade unions
of their own and use united front tactics to compel their admission” (Degras, 1956, p. 400-401,
cited in Makalani, 2011b, p. 173). The proposal to hold a Negro Congress at Moscow was a
direct response to the recent conventions held by the UNIA in New York City and the PanAfrican Congresses planned for London and Lisbon in 1923 (Jackson, 1922). By bringing
together delegates from across the African diaspora, the congress would develop collective
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strategies for addressing the “Negro Question,” learn from the “best proletarian negroes of
America, such as the leaders of the African Blood Brotherhood,” and deepen their political
education through study at the Communist University of the Toilers of the East (Jackson,
1922).While this Congress ultimately did not come together due to a limited resources and
contacts, the internal memorandums and planning documents shed important light on the early
geographical imaginations, challenges, and conversations that shaped Black communist
internationalism.
The “Remarks on Proposal to call a Negro Congress at Moscow” authored by South
African communist D. Ivon Jones (1922) is particularly instructive. Jones was one of the
staunchest opponents to the Congress, and expressed persistent ideological opposition to the
Congress based on the perceived “backwardness” and “racial chauvinism” of the Black masses,
particularly in Africa. While scholars have referenced Jones’ memorandum as evidence of the
continued resistance of national communist parties to meaningfully engage with racism within
their ranks, or to understand racism and colonialism within frameworks of class struggle, I argue
that there is much more to be learned from Jones’ writing (Makalani, 2011a; Weiss, 2012). First,
it is important to recognize that Jones’ skepticism about the possibility of organizing African
workers stemmed from his inability to see their revolutionary potential (Robinson, 2000). The
document also raised important logistical challenges to orchestrating the Congress and shed light
on the recruitment challenges facing the Comintern. Jones reported that, at the time, the
Comintern had no contacts in British East Africa, Nigeria, the Gold Coast and that even if
suitable delegates could be found––he saw promise in a “pro-Negro Social revolutionary party”
(Jones, 1922, p. 2) in Portuguese Africa, but dismissed radical movements in South Africa,
Uganda, and Kenya––these African radicals would face immense challenges reaching Moscow.
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In addition, Jones discussed the challenges posed by strict colonial passport regulations
for Africans which made “the underground work of shipping delegates very difficult” (Jones,
1922, p.1) and required many months of preparation. Accordingly, he proposed that,

“An all-black route through Persia via Zanzibar would have to be organized for all or
most of the delegates from the Congo Southwards. A Negro in Europe making for any
Baltic port would be immediately marked.[...] Failing such a plan however, the delegates
could work their way on ships as seamen” (Jones, 1922, p.1).

While the maritime route to Moscow via Zanzibar and Persia was not pursued in this
particular instance, the proposal is significant for a number of reasons. First, the route through
Persia via Zanzibar suggests that the geographical imaginations that informed early twentieth
century Black radicalism extended beyond the more commonly studied coordinates of the
Atlantic world. Whereas the majority of historiographies of interwar internationalism have
focused on the European metropole––London and Paris especially––as the most prominent
spaces of intercolonial and anticolonial consciousness formation, this proposal circumvents
Europe entirely and raises important questions and analytic itineraries for exploring the routes of
radicalism beyond these centers (Edwards, 2003; Makalani, 2011; Goebel, 2015; Matera, 2015).
Second, Jones’ seemingly minor point that these routes––whether the all-black shipping route or
the process of signing on as seamen––would have to be “organized” complicates individualistic
accounts of maritime desertion and evasion and presents an opening for exploring the collective,
clandestine, and intentional processes of shaping networks of radical seamen. Third, I argue that
the proposed maritime routes are best understood as the outcome of collective and iterative
learning by delegates in the Fourth Congress of the Communist International, and the respective
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struggles that these men were engaged in around the world. It was neither accidental nor
inevitable that maritime routes were integral to the geographical imagination and political
strategy for Black seafarers’ organizing through the Communist International from the earliest
stages. Although the subversive circulations among Black seafarers has a much longer history
that can be traced back through New World colonization and the “Age of Revolutions” (Scott,
2018), my proposal to treat these routes as grounded in liberation efforts must be understood
specifically in relation to the contemporaneous and overlapping struggles that communist
seafarers were engaged in during the immediate aftermath of World War I.
In the following pages, I show how McKay and Huiswoud’s lived experiences of the
seafaring and dock life, the maritime organizing of Roy and other Indian nationalists who
collaborated with Black radicals in Moscow as well as New York, and the maritime organizing
of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in Southern Africa all would have
influenced this specific proposal and the conversations between delegates more broadly. Reading
the draft resolution through the already-existing and constantly evolving material relations and
pedagogies of engine rooms and boarding houses, rather than as a forgotten procedural footnote
in the grand history of internationalism, opens up new itineraries for tracing practices of learning
for struggle. It provides a way of thinking differently about the stories and strategies that
delegates would have brought and brought to bear in their discussions in Moscow, of how and
with whom to build movement capacities through maritime routes, and ultimately, for more to
find their way to Moscow––whether through physical sojourns or through conscious collective
actions in the places they called home and the worlds they made.

The Oceanic Journeys of McKay and Huiswoud
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Maritime routes were central to the political consciousness formation of Claude McKay and Otto
Huiswoud. Huiswoud was born in Paramaribo, Dutch Guiana (present day Suriname) in 1893.
From a young age, he was apprenticed to a printer, where he developed a deep interest in books
and travel. At the age of sixteen, he joined a ship crew bound for Amsterdam. With two
comrades from Dutch Guiana, he deserted the ship in New York City due to poor labor
conditions and a “tyrannical” captain (Turner, 2005). They left the ship with “no money between
them and only tropical clothes” and eventually found lodging with a Black man who lived above
a saloon in the Bowery. The lodge keeper helped Huiswoud obtain temporary work as an
assistant at a German-Jewish printer, and over the next few years, Huiswoud worked odd jobs as
a dishwasher, porter, waiter, and again as a seaman on the British ship Newcastle. During his
lunch breaks, he improved his English by reading the newspapers and listening to socialist
orators in Union Square. From there, he joined the Workers’ Party and met the famed African
American socialist orator Hubert Harrison. Huiswoud studied at the Rand School where he met
Japanese Communist Sen Katayama, and their friendship involved long discussions of socialist
theory, colonialism, and race (Turner, 2005; Makalani, 2011b). Huiswoud’s political practice
stretched across the borough of Manhattan. He was one of the few Black members of the
Communist Party, which––despite continued pressure from Moscow––did not engage
substantially with Black workers or questions of racial oppression in the early 1920s. And at the
same time, he was active in the African Blood Brotherhood (ABB) and a regular convener of the
People’s Education Forum in Harlem.
While Huiswoud continued to organize in New York City until the Fourth Congress of
the Communist International in 1922, McKay spent the period of 1919-1921 in London. Claude
McKay described his experiences at a Social Club on London’s Drury Lane where “sailors and
soldiers from Africa and the West Indies told tales of their war experiences in France, Egypt, and
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Arabia” and gathered to read newspapers such as Chicago Defender and Negro Worker (McKay,
1937, p. 67-68). Claude McKay, who had witnessed both the possibilities and limitations of
white leftists in London before returning to the United States in 1921 and joining the ABB,
refused to wait for such issues to resolve themselves internally. In London, McKay had worked
with Sylvia Pankhurst in her Workers’ Socialist Federation. Historian Priyamvada Gopal (2019,
p. 289-290) has described McKay’s short stay in London as a collaborative “pedagogical
project” that helped introduce racial and colonial analysis that was largely absent from British
socialist and communist print cultures at the time, and paved the way for the emergence of
radical Black anticolonial voices in the metropolitan public sphere. His writings included
scathing rebuttals to racist articles about colonial soldiers and seamen published in the Labour
Party’s Daily Herald. In his memoir, he explained that his aim was to remind editor George
Lansbury of the duty of a ‘radical organ to enlighten its readers about the real reasons the
English considered coloured troops undesirable in Europe, instead of appealing indirectly to
illogical emotional prejudices” (McKay, 1937, p. 75). In addition, McKay wrote for the
Dreadnought where he was tasked with reading newspapers from the colonies and marking items
to bring to the attention of readers in the metropole and to “dig up something along the London
docks from the coloured as well as white seamen” (McKay, 1937, p. 76) to speak to issues of
race, class, and empire. Many of McKay’s writings challenged moral panics around
miscegenation near the docks. In response to an anti-miscegenation in London’s Chinatown, he
argued under the pseudonym Leon Lopez (1920), “The dockers, instead of being unduly
concerned about the presence of their coloured fellow men, who like themselves are victims of
capitalism...should lead the attack on the bastilles, the bonded warehouses along the docks to
solve the question of unemployment. Both writers brought the “colonial question” to the
attention of workers in the metropole, considered ways in which Black and Asian struggles for
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self-determination could inform one another, and engaged white workers committed to antiimperialist struggle. Their visions of internationalism and pedagogical projects of consciousness
formation were not rooted in fixed notions of identity, but rather in the recognition of a shared––
although differentiated––structural oppression by and opposition to global racial capitalism.
These previous experiences of teaching and learning across political organizations, navigating
the racial politics of the Workers’ Party USA and British Labour Party, diligent and dialogic
study of transnational print cultures, and deep learning from workers’ stories from the docks to
garment factories, shaped their practices of oceanic grounding and prepared them for the
pedagogical tasks of pushing the boundaries of the “Negro question” and “colonial question” at
the Fourth Comintern in 1922. Their politics of grounding was reflected both in the drafting of
resolution and in the subsequent proposals to engage workers across the African world in global
proletarian struggle.

New York Radicalism and the Making of Afro-Asian Solidarities
In addition to their individual experiences of maritime circuits and knowledge production, both
Huiswoud and McKay were members of the African Blood Brotherhood. With 8,000 members in
New York City at its peak and chapters in Philadelphia, Tulsa, and Chicago as well as Panama
and Costa Rica, the ABB “sought to build alliances between people of color fighting racial and
national oppression and between non-white peoples and class conscious white workers
committed to anti-racist and anti-imperial politics” (Makalani, 2011a, p. 50). An editorial
published in the organization’s periodical, Crusader, attacked “British ‘law and order’ in Black
men’s countries from Cairo to the Cape and from the Indian Ocean eastwards to the Atlantic
swell.”1 The text is significant in that it draws connections across British imperial spheres and
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Crusader, June 1919.
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relates them to Black struggles in the United States. At the same time, the texts reorient the
spatial imaginaries of Harlem radicalism in the early twentieth century by centering the Indian
Ocean and travelling––intellectually, metaphorically, relationally, materially––“eastwards to the
Atlantic swells.” Framing the Atlantic as “the East” unsettles dominant cartographic coordinates.
If this rhetorical strategy is about unlearning, it also provides a mode of analyzing the multiple,
multi-directional modes of learning that shaped the political program of the ABB and were
reflected more broadly in the Communist International.
The ABB’s internationalist vision was forged within the multiracial and anti-colonial
milieu of New York City. The ABB’s internationalist politics emerged through study groups
with the Ghadar Party and Japanese communist groups led by Sen Katayama and drew
inspiration directly from the Irish nationalist movement and Russian and Mexican Revolutions
(Bergin, 2016; Makalani, 2011). The organization understood Bolshevism to be “the greatest
danger to imperialism and the greatest hope to the Negro race everywhere... the only weapon that
can be used by Negroes effectively to clip the claws of the British lion and the talons of the
American eagle in Africa, the British West Indies, Haiti, the Southern States and at the same
time reach the monsters’ heart . . . in London, Paris, New York, [Tokyo] and Warsaw”
(Domingo, 1922, p. 86). The majority of ABB leaders were Caribbean migrants, some of whom–
–like the Barbadian activist Richard B. Moore––were active in nascent labor movements before
migrating to New York City, while others developed their political consciousness through the
city’s segregated landscapes (Turner, 2005). This broad range of political influences was
reflected in the pages of the ABB’s periodical, Crusader. The paper not only covered liberation
struggles from across the world, but often emphasized what lessons Black workers in the United
States could learn from these movements with respect to tactics, building solidarities, and visions
of freedom. Among these were articles about what could be learned from Indian worker
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struggles in Trinidad (Makalani, 2011, 58). Writers frequently referenced the Irish national
struggles,

“The Irish fight for liberty is the greatest epic of modern history. It is a struggle that
should have the sympathy and active support of every lover of liberty––every member of
an oppressed group. The Negro in particular should be interested in the Irish struggle, for
while it is patent that Ireland can never escape from the menace of ‘the overshadowing
empire’ so long as England is able to maintain her grip on the riches and manpower of
India and Africa it is also clear that those suffering together under the heel of British
imperialism must learn to coordinate their efforts before they can hope to be free”
(Briggs, 1921, p.1).

These writings emphasize that the forging of connections between struggles is not the inevitable
outcome of shared proximity or oppression. Rather, movements must learn to coordinate. This
learning occurred through study groups and street orators, through close readings of Black
periodicals such as Crusader, and through the meeting halls that stretched from Manhattan to
Moscow. The process of learning to coordinate is a form of “consciousness in action” (Gilmore,
2017, p. 232) that stretches the ideological contours of common struggle and deepens capacities
for knowledge of and in motion.

“Seamen had to know Certain Things”
In the 1920s, both British and American authorities were concerned about seamen deserting from
ships in New York City and the connections between maritime workers and radical
organizations. A 1921 police memorandum read, “I learned that nearly all the Negro radicals and
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agitators in New York are not citizens at all. They were fellows who were sailors on ships plying
between here and the West Indies who had simply left their ships as soon as they reached New
York” (Agent P138, 1921). While we cannot know for sure if the majority of New York radicals
were ex-seafarers, the passage signals both the importance of desertion within processes of
diasporic community formation, and the anxiety among state officials regarding the role of
maritime workers within transnational social movements. Some, like Huiswoud, jumped ship in
search of higher wages and better working conditions, only later becoming involved in socialist
and anti-colonial struggles. In other instances, the sea provided a safe route for those already
engaged in struggle to exile and escape from the surveillance of colonial officials. Further,
maritime workers and their comrades on shore drew upon their knowledge of port cities,
shipping laws, and labor policies to circulate information and raise consciousness. Rather than
individual acts of subversion or inevitable forms of collectivity produced by global shipping, the
radical movements of maritime workers were actively produced through a complex constellation
and choreography of actors and required intimate and capacious forms of learning. As Vivek
Bald (2013) explains,

“Seamen needed to know certain things—how to elude the ship’s officers, how to time a
desertion, how and where to lay low until their ships left port, where to go for work—and
they needed the help of others who were already living on shore, people who would put
them up in the short term, hide them from authorities, and direct them to other people and
locations that were often many miles away from the places they jumped ship” (p. 121).

The places where these workers harbored and helped one another find their way and make a life
were often also the places where ideas and politics formed and circulated. The routes of radical
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seafarers index important routes of consciousness formation and transnational mappings of port
cities.
Likewise, the networks of maritime radicalism were not composed of seamen alone. In
his magisterial study of the eighteenth century Caribbean, historian Julius Scott (2018, p. 15)
argues that, “Caribbean cities were more than centers of commercial exchange, population, and
government; they were in a real sense centers of education.” The “complex and largely invisible
underground” (Scott, 2018, p. 4) was created and inhabited by runaway slaves, deserters from the
navies and merchant marines, maroons, market women, traveling musicians, pub managers, and
enslaved people who traveled between plantations and islands. Through this dynamic
constellation of movement, the “masterless class” developed deep-sea communication networks
that sparked rebellions, spread rumors and news of revolt, and aided movements toward freedom
and the making of safe harbors through and against the crosscurrents of the British, French, and
Spanish empires. While the industrial and juridical contours of imperial shipping varied
tremendously from the eighteenth to early twentieth century, The Common Wind (Scott, 2018)
provides a methodological model of how to map the spatial practices of learning through
everyday urban spaces with attentiveness to divergent routes and rhythms of relative mobility,
that converged––at times, unexpectedly––and arced toward freedom. In short, the networks of
the “Age of Revolution” required intimate knowledge of the sea, the city, the plantation, and
spaces in between in order to flourish.
The works of Bald (2013) and Scott (2018) provide a framework for exploring the
exchanges, social worlds, and pedagogies that would have informed the 1922 Comintern draft
resolution to hold a convention of workers across the African diaspora, and the proposals to
coordinate these activities along maritime routes. In particular, the work of M.N. Roy and other
activists affiliated with the Ghadar Party shed important light on the networks of intermediaries
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in global port cities, strategies of jumping ship and of getting radicals hired onto ships, and the
mechanisms through which seditious materials were circulated through maritime networks.
Roy was the most prominent Communist among Indian nationals, was linked to the
Ghadar Party from 1914-1916, co-founded the Mexican Communist Party in 1917, and at the
time of the Fourth Comintern Congress in 1922, had spent several years coordinating an
extensive network of Indian seafarers to distribute radical literature such as the Vanguard from
European port cities throughout the subcontinent (Hyslop, 2009; Luis-Brown, 2008). Roy
recruited seamen in the ports of Marseilles, Antwerp, and Hamburg who would distribute these
periodicals in ports such as Colombo and Calcutta. As Johnathon Hyslop (2009) explains, the
movement depended on a complex network of contacts and middle-men including cafe owners,
shopkeepers, and street vendors who relayed messages and provided print materials to the
seamen. Roy’s networks were not limited to Indian seamen and in a 1922 letter to a comrade he
explained that,

“We can send the paper as well as other literature with European sailors. But they cannot
take them off the ship in Indian ports. Our people must arrange for it. We can notify you
of the name of the ship and that of the persons taking the things as well as the appropriate
time of arrival, if you can make the arrangement to take things from here” (Roy, 1922, p.
1).

When Sailendranath Ghose arrived in Philadelphia in January 1917, he immediately sent
a telegram to Roy (Ramnath, 2011). Roy, in turn, helped arrange for Ghose’s passage to San
Francisco. Ghose described the process through which a “certain stevedore” near the Kidderpore
docks area of Calcutta helped him to obtain work on a ship bound for the United States in 1914
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(Ghose, 1927). Ghose was radicalized as a university physics student. Facing intense
surveillance from British authorities, Ghose sought the advice of a trusted professor who helped
him devise a plan for escape at sea and connected him to the stevedore. Throughout the
interview, it was clear that this stevedore and others like him regularly assisted radicals to “live
among the seamen passing time on shore” until they could secure passage on a suitable ship. At
sea and in ports, Bengali crewmen such as Ghose, came into contact with Irish, Arab, and
African workers engaged in anti-colonial struggle against the British (Ghose, 1927). Ghose
eventually made his way to Philadelphia and then to New York where he made common cause
with other radicals in the Friends of Freedom for India, wrote pamphlets, made speeches, and
coordinated shipment of guns back to the subcontinent (Luis-Brown, 2008).
Ghose’s story further highlights the importance of radical intermediaries––in this case,
teachers and stevedores––who taught Indian nationalists how to escape through maritime
channels so that they could continue their revolutionary activities abroad. British and American
intelligence reports detailed the similar role of boarding house keepers in New York City’s
Lower East Side in facilitating the distribution of periodicals including The Ghadar and a
communist newspaper called The Irish People and in aiding radical workers to gain employment
on ships (India Office Records, 1920-1921). Memorandums exchanged between the British
Board of Trade and India Office regarding an Egyptian boarding house in Lower Manhattan,
New York City provide further insight into the kinds of learning and collaboration that facilitated
maritime radicalism in the early 1920s. Throughout the correspondences, officials from the
Board of Trade highlight the difficulties of procuring Indian crews in New York City and of
collaborating with US port officials. The reports chronicle the case of the British ship S.S.
Kandahar in 1921. The ship departed from New York City in February and 17 Indian crew
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members were detailed in Singapore on suspicion of possession and plans to distribute seditious
literature.
One figure in the reports, Mohammed Abdou, allows us to trace several themes.
Mohammed Abdou ran a boarding house that primarily served seamen from Egypt, Algeria,
Syria, and Egypt. He also owned a cafe and was an employment agent who recruited workers for
U.S. and British ships. Abdou’s actions as a radical intermediary demonstrate how the act of
providing aid was both a form of intimate care and liberatory politics. British shipping agencies
were worried about sailors leaving, and tried to enlist New York port authorities into helping
them police their movements. A letter from the ship captain March 2, 1921 explained that,

“I have every good reason to believe that certain societies in America will endeavor to
ship in our steamers one revolutionary per month, and associates if possible. These men
are to be provided with the necessary propaganda. Please note that our steamers are
specified and warn New York representative accordingly. These men will be natives of
India, and probably show smattering of education, over and above that of the ordinary
Lascar. I suggest that all such men be rejected at any cost” (India Office Records, 19201921, p. 17).

It was widely known that a significant number of lascar sailors would desert at NYC, often to get
work on US ships where they were paid a higher wage, or to make their way to Buffalo for
factory work. Crucially, as one letter explains, it was illegal to confine crews to the ship
according to US maritime laws, and thus containment strategies exercised in other ports were
impracticable in New York City. This feature of US shipping law worked against British
maritime power in a number of respects. First, it increased possibilities for desertion; after which
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deserters’ needs for safe-havens and material support often brought them into networks of care
and furtive life-making. Second, because the inability to confine worked across all ships
entering the port, it increased the possibilities for exchange and collaboration between differently
positioned imperial maritime subjects (Irish, lascars, etc.). These connections were treated as a
matter of serious concern by India Office Officials,

“The Board of Trade will also doubtless be aware that the Irish Societies with whom the
Indian seditionist organizations are now affiliated, are powerful both among the
waterfront workers and longshoremen’s organizations. These societies, as will be seen
from the enclosed copy of the “Irish People,” a paper which is in fact a communist organ
have recently started a so-called “Oriental Seafarers Association” with the ostensible
object of compelling ship-owners to pay all oriental seamen shipped in New York the
same wages as apply in United States ports to United States and European seamen” (India
Office Records, 1920-1921, p. 26).

Third, crew shortages meant that British shipping companies often worked directly with
boarding house keepers such as “Adou” who, as discussed above according to intelligence,
specifically tried to recruit revolutionary nationals for ships. Fourth, and perhaps of most concern
for the British officials, the US port officials did not really aid the British in catching deserters or
checking for revolutionaries because these kinds of disorders worked in favor of American
shipping power. As one letter details,

“With regard to the suggestions made in this letter Lord Curzon is of the opinion that the
United States authorities are unlikely to give his Majesty’s Consular Officers any marked
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assistance in checking this traffic, since the use of Lascars on British ships undoubtedly
provides some degree of advantage to British owners in their competition with the ships
of the United States shipping board” (India Office Records, 1920-1921, p. 26).

We can think, then, about how radicals capitalized upon the national competition and structural
contradictions between the British and American shipping companies and interests to advance
internationalist projects and visions. To build networks across these disparate port cities, then,
was not simply the inevitable outcome of encounters between workers but of tactical and
collective learning of how to manipulate and put to use the manifold contradictions and
antinomies of empire (Scott, 2018).
Dada Amir Haider Khan’s (1989) memoir presents another illustrative opening into the
capacious and provisional infrastructures of escape. Khan signed onto a British merchant ship at
Bombay. He jumped ship in New York City during the winter of 1918. A Jewish shopkeeper on
the Lower West Side suggested the idea to Khan and his mates, explaining that they could get
higher wages on an American ship. A few days later, Khan and his friend took shore leave again,
“telling [their] shipmates [they] were going for a stroll” (Khan, 1989, p. 121). They did not
return to the ship. The pair were refused by numerous lodging houses. Eventually they found
accommodations in a small house on 7th Ave between 36th and 37th streets where,

“Though it was past midnight, a middle-aged Negro woman in her dressing gown
showed us a large clean room on the second floor with a double bed and other
essential furnishings. Seeing that we were strangers and poorly dressed, she asked
for only one dollar for the night or five for the week (Khan, 1989, p. 123).
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Khan and his comrade explained to the woman that they had left a ship to which they did not
want to return. As such, it was “necessary for us to remain indoors while the vessel was still in
port, so that we would not be apprehended and taken back.” The woman agreed and “arranged
for a young Negro girl who was living in a room on the same floor to purchase our food—bread,
butter, eggs, etc. which she cooked for us in the house” (Khan, 1989, p. 125).
This was not an act of care to be given lightly. There were penalties for harboring
deserters. Like the Black man who harbored Otto Huiswoud, she would have known how
difficult it was to find lodging at all––let alone at a fair price––in the Tenderloin. She might have
arrived in the city by steamer herself, up from the islands or along the Eastern seaboard. Whether
by steamer, train, or street coach, she would have known like many others at the turn of the
century that, “moving on was the only way to make a better life, and a flight the precursor to
freedom” (Hartman, 2019, p. 47). From the stories passed down on porches and in kitchens, she
would have known that moving on sometimes means waiting for the conditions under which
movement would be possible again, staying put, that the underground is ongoing and unfinished.
So she sent her lodger, perhaps too bone weary from a day of scrubbing white folks’ parlors and
drawers to go herself, to the corner store so that the strangers might make their way to freedom.
She might have told them about the word on Lennox Ave, the pronouncements of the famed
soap-box orators about the war in the trenches and the war in the tenements (McDuffie, 2011).
The provisional and provisioning work of the “middle-aged Negro Lady” who harbored Khan
enabled flight. Often, as seafarers waited in, kitchen harbors, they shared tales. They listened and
learned. They grounded. And that grounding was what enabled and sustained their movement
into new political spaces and awareness.
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Vivek Bald (2013) uses Khan’s memoir to show how these ordinary acts of sustaining
and maintaining sailors’ lives provided the mechanism for possible connections to transnational
circuits of radicalism. He explains,

“After Khan jumped ship in New York City on a cold night in February 1918, almost
everywhere he went, there were other Indian ex-seamen who were there or who had been
there before him. On the New York waterfront; in its boarding houses and Indian-run
restaurants and laundries; in the meetings of the Friends of Freedom for India in New
York City and the United India League of America in Detroit; in the American merchant
marine and its ships’ crews; in munitions factories in New Jersey, railway workshops and
steel foundries in New Jersey and upstate New York, and auto factories in Michigan; in
Black Bottom rooming houses, black churches, UNIA meetings, and the prayer meetings
of Duse Mohammed Ali’s Islamic Society in Detroit—in all these spaces through which
Khan’s seven-year trajectory passed, there were other Indian ex-seamen. His story makes
clear how ingrained Indian “seafaring men” were on the East Coast and in the Midwest of
the United States in the 1910s and 1920s.” (Bald, 2013b, p. 97).

Through these movements and routes, maritime workers formed multiracial communities of
resistance, in some cases, with ties to the African Blood Brotherhood, Ghadar Party, Irish
nationalists, and more. These convergences cannot be reduced to ties between people from a
particular place, they were also connections that moved toward freedom dreams and various
forms of learning through struggle.

Oceanic Crosscurrents and the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)
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In addition to the examples previously discussed, the maritime organizing tactics of the UNIA
and the organization’s presence throughout Southern Africa was of critical relevance for some of
the conversations happening at the Fourth Comintern Congress. Whether through South African
delegate Ivon Jones’––and the South African Communist Party’s more general–– dismissal of
the UNIA’s “reactionary” politics or through Huiswoud and McKay’s pleas that the Comintern
learn from and engage with the UNIA’s organizational strategies, the spectre of Garveyism
loomed large. Garvey chose the name for Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)
after talking to a former member of South Africa's West Indian community:

“It was while speaking to a West Indian Negro who was a passenger on the ship with me
from Southampton [in 1914] who was returning to the West Indies from Basutoland with
his Basuto wife, that I further learned of the horrors of native life in Africa. He related to
me such horrible and pitiable tales that my heart bled within me. Retiring to my cabin, all
day and the following night I pondered over the subject matter of that conversation, and
at midnight, lying flat on my back, the vision and thought came to me that I should name
the organisation the Universal Negro Improvement Association and African
Communities (Imperial) League. Such a name I thought would embrace the purpose of all
black humanity” (Martin, 1984, p. 134).

With the notable exception of recent publications by scholars such as Adam Ewing
(2014) and Robert Trent Vinson (2011), research on Garveyism and the UNIA has focused
largely on chapters in North America and the Caribbean, and devoted little attention to
movement building on the African continent. This oversight is the result of a misrecognition of
the symbolic and material impact of the Black Star Line and quick dismissal of the UNIA as a

40

failed project of African return. Yet, Garvey’s South African groundings on the ship bound for
the West Indies complicate bounded regional histories and present new itineraries for tracing
formations of consciousness and solidarity.
South Africa had the largest number of UNIA chapters outside of North America and the
Caribbean. Robert Vinson (2009) and Robin Kelley (2014) have argued that the UNIA had an
important and underexplored impact on the ANC Youth Leagues and that the UNIA’s support
for Black self-determination in SA laid the groundwork for building Black support for the
communist party in the late 1920s/early 30s. Seafarers were integral to the development of UNIA
chapters in Cape Town, and, from Cape Town, workers distributed the Negro World periodical,
pamphlets, photographs, and other print materials that had been translated to Xhosa, Zulu, and
SeSotho throughout South Africa (Cobley, 1992; Vinson, 2009). Networks of seafarers from the
United States and Caribbean were at the forefront of movement building. Vinson (2006) notes
that these Black sailors enjoyed relative mobility and could spread information through the Cape
Town docks before being apprehended by authorities. In Durban in 1920, a seaman known as
Moses from New York, addressed the Natal ANC where he told an audience of 1,000 people
that, “Marcus Garvey [...] would free Africa. The first vessel of the fleet was named Frederick
Douglass and this vessel had been sailing to different places” (‘Report on Bolshevism’, 1920)
An African known as Mgoja reported that “America had a black fleet and it [was] coming” in a
meeting of the Transvaal ANC (‘Report on Bolshevism’, 1920). Rumors spread throughout East
London that Americans, “would arrive in ships with weapons to help kill the Europeans”
(Golfini, 1920, p.1). In particular, rumors of redemptive return by Garvey and the Americans
galvanized many South Africans toward UNIA as formal members or simply as supporters of
UNIA. What is important about these rumors is not their truthfulness per se, but that to appeal to
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the political imaginations and hopes of the Black diaspora set militant activism in motion, and
affirmed and amplified existing activities.
Workers spread the ideas of the movement through open air speeches, by translating the
Negro World into local languages, and through the creation of an “internal Black communication
network beyond the reach of white authorities” (Vinson, 2009, p. 138). The latter included the
covert distribution of the Declaration of Rights of Negro Peoples of the World in packages to be
shipped to the country’s interior. For example, Joseph Masogha distributed UNIA books,
pictures, the Negro World, and other American newspapers throughout South Africa and his
native Basutoland while James Charles Diraath noted of the Negro World that, “every copy of
the Negro World is carefully preserved and passed from hand to hand so that as many people as
possible hear the truth” in the mining town of Kimberly (Vinson, 2009, p. 138-139). These tracts
were also circulated through the networks of David William Alexander, the son of West Indian
immigrants in Port Elizabeth, who was an agent for the Negro World and founder of the
Garveyite African Orthodox Church in Kimberley (Hill & Pirio, 1987, p. 21). Finally, South
Africa was the “regional base for the expansion of Garveyism through the subcontinent” (West,
2002, p. 338), and the Cape Town UNIA branches successfully organized migrant workers from
Southern Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe) and South West Africa (present-day Namibia)
where UNIA chapters were formed and copies of the Negro World were readily circulated and
translated in the early 1920s (Ewing, 2014). In other words, the possibility of transporting South
African comrades to the Comintern by existing sea routes was not at all obvious, nor was it
simply a natural step building on infrastructures of empire. It took the active subversion of those
imperial routes, re-grounding them into Black radical networks. It required the sophisticated
knowledge of political geographies of ports and other nodes of capital, developed through the act
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of spreading the word of Garveyism––written and verbal––throughout South Africa, to make
such transnational routes imaginable.
The examples discussed here further illustrate these intimacies and processes of grounded
learning in and across ordinary spaces such as boarding houses. As radicals discussed and
debated the ideological contours of struggle and solidarity, it is likely that they would have also
shared stories and strategies of how to circumvent port authorities, who were the safe boarding
house keepers and merchants in various port cities, and how to establish contacts in new ports of
call. They would have discussed how to reach communities in ports of call, whether it be
learning how to get radical seamen hired onto ships, how to hide revolutionary pamphlets and
periodicals, or how to teach workers the songs and stories of the struggle in their free time in the
crowded bunks without being discovered by other crewmen. Once we understand how important
maritime circuits were to the formation of other contemporaneous struggles of the early
twentieth century, we can deepen our understanding of each of these movements separately.
There is much to be learned from these relational forms of worlding.

Routes from South Africa to Moscow
We can see traces and resonances of the 1922 draft resolutions in the “underground shipping of
delegates” from South Africa to Moscow in 1930. The number of African members of the South
African Party grew throughout the 1920s. In 1927, the CPSA had only 400 dues paying
members, fifty of whom were African. Yet, by 1929, membership soared to 3,000, the majority
of whom were African. Robin D.G. Kelley (2014) has attributed this growth to a number of
factors: the adoption of the self-determination position; that many staunch white nationalists left
the party following the resolution; the decline of the ICU; and growing unemployment and the
further proletarianization of rural areas. While many members transferred from the ICU to the
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CPSA, Kelley notes that the CPSA’s self-determination resolution ostensibly echoed UNIA and
ANC platforms elaborated over the previous decade and which continued to resonate with the
Black working class. As in the case of the US South, the development of the communist
movement in South Africa cannot be separated from the base-building work and freedom dreams
of the UNIA (Kelley, 2014; Woods, 2017). Throughout 1929-1930, a series of confidential
internal memorandums of the Comintern emphasized the “necessity to send instructors to the
Negro colonies, concentrating first of all upon those where there exist independent labour
movements, revolutionary nationalist organizations, or in which big revolts have taken place
recently” (Plan of Work for the Negro Section of the Eastern Secretariat, 1929). As the only
country in “Black Africa” with a Communist Party, a vibrant trade movement, and “rapidly
growing strike wave [in response to] pass laws, refusal to pay taxes, and armed revolts in
Northern Transvaal,” (Proposals in Regard to Sending Instructors to the Negro Colonies and for
the Establishment of a Course for Training Such Instructors, 1930). South Africa was considered
a top priority for the development of native cadres, along with Kenya, Sierra Leone, Senegal,
Madagascar, Martinique, Trinidad, Jamaica. One or two comrades would be sent to each region
to facilitate short courses with fifteen to twenty individuals who would then organize workers.
Where possible, activists would also travel to Moscow.
Albert Nzula was the first Black South African to make this journey. His journey
provides insights into the iterative and ongoing forms and of grounded learning through which
Black communists continued to organize, make room for their lives, and build more livable
worlds. Nzula’s ascendency within the Communist Party South Africa (CPSA) provides a
window into major transformations within the movement. Nzula, a headmaster at the
Wilberforce AME Institute, joined the CPSA following a 1928 meeting in Evaton, Transvaal
(Historicus, 1976). According to the biographical sketch that appeared in The African Communist
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in 1976, Nzula quickly developed a deep understanding of theoretical texts as well as the
historical role of the Party and national struggle in South Africa (ibid., 1976). Nzula was one of
the many Black people including Edwin Mofutsanyana, S.M. Kotu, and Moses Kotane who
joined the Communist Party in 1928 after the Comintern and CPSA adopted a resolution that
called for self-determination and the formation, “An independent native South African republic
as a stage toward a workers and peasants republic, with full equal rights for all races”
(Historicus, 1976, p. 91). It was after a public meeting held in Evaton that Nzula joined the Party.
After the initial meeting in Evaton, Nzula regularly attended events at the CPSA headquarters at
41a Fox Street in Johannesburg. There he took full advantage of the basement library which
included Marxist classics as well as books on natural history and philosophy.
Nzula ultimately left his position as headmaster in Evaton to teach in the CPSA’s
underground night schools in Johannesburg and the surrounding townships and, later, went on to
become the first African Secretary General of the CPSA. The first night school in Johannesburg
was founded in 1925 by T.W. Thibedi, a church school teacher from Vereeniging (Kelley, 2014).
In 1928, a second school was established in the basement of the Party headquarters. By
candlelight, Thibedi, Nzula, Charles Baker, and a handful of white communists taught Black
workers to read using texts such as the ABC’s of Communism (Kelley, 2014). Through these
literacy courses, workers learned how to read and write, and, as explained in a letter to the South
African Worker, they gained “the knowledge which is power and which will one day help them
to accomplish the social revolution in conjunction with their white fellow workers” (South
African Worker, 1926). For some pupils such as Moses Kotane who later became a leading
figure in the CPSA, the night schools provided an important opportunity for those who wanted to
continue semi-formal education that was not based in religious teachings nor industrial trades. In
addition to coordinating the night school, Nzula organized unemployed workers in the Market
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Square and regularly contributed articles to the communist periodical the Negro Worker
(Historicus, 1976). His writings explored the struggles of miners, migratory workers, and
particularly on women’s resistance in land and agricultural movements. The Negro Worker was
distributed throughout Southern Africa through Cyril Brigg’s Crusader News Agency
headquarters in Cape Town and along similar routes as Umsebenzi and The South African
Worker (Makalani, 2011a). Like the boarding houses and ship bunks discussed above, these
underground and open-air schools were spaces of possibility where workers on the move taught
and learned skills for struggle.
Edwin Mofutsanyana recounts Albert Nzula’s journey to Moscow in 1930 in an oral
history (Edgar, 1983). Nzula, Moftsanya, and Gana Makabeni were first sent to Durban, where
they pretended to be dockworkers and planned to stow away on a ship. Mofutsanyana explained
that, “they had not acted out the role of dock workers very convincingly” and were caught by
port authorities before they managed to board the ship (Edgar, 1983, p. 677). Some months later,
it was agreed that Nzula would travel to Moscow alone. He departed from Cape Town, this time
posing as a member of Griffith Motsieloa’s singing group, which was en route to London on a
musical tour. During this tour of London, Motsieloa recorded marabi and vaudeville tracks as
well as Nkosi Sikelil’ iAfrika, the anthem of the African National Congress (Denning, 2015).
This alternative route is significant in that it highlights the ongoing processes of learning and
adapting strategies of movement through struggle. The collaboration between Nzula and
Motsieloa sheds further light upon the collaborative crosscurrents of Black musical production
and militant activism within global freedom struggles.
With the assistance of the British Communist Party, Nzula made it to Moscow where he
remained until his untimely death in 1934 at just the age of 29. He also promoted knowledge of
Zulu culture among Soviet scholars. He helped I.L. Snegirev to learn the language and translate
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Zulu songs and stories into Russian for his monograph Zulu Tales (Edgar, 1983). Nzula was both
a pupil and a teacher in Moscow. His story is an important reminder of the multi-faceted
knowledges that workers carried, shared, and refashioned through their respective sojourns
(Robinson, 2000; Gilmore, 2017).
In Moscow, he continued to write for the Negro Worker under the pseudonym Tom
Jackson, studied at the Lenin School, and travelled to Hamburg, Germany for the First
International Negro Labor Congress. The Congress brought together delegates from the United
States, Africa, and the West Indies to analyze the class and race problems of “Negro toilers” and
outline tasks for future movement building (Ford, 1930). In his “Report on the Negro Worker
Conference,” African American delegate James Ford further remarked on the challenges that
delegates faced travelling to the meeting. He explained that only seventeen activists were able to
attend as meetings across the United States and Trinidad had been raided by the police,
Panamanian delegates were arrested, and Haitian and South African delegates had been denied
passports. In the case of the six native South Africans who were denied passports, three
attempted to find alternative routes and “disappeared after taking a boat, and we fear, being
murdered by the captain of the ship on which they departed” (Ford, 1930, p. 21). Moreover, the
British Labour government “issued instructions for all customs authorities to be on alert for
‘suspicious’ Negros passing through British ports” (ibid, p. 22) and restricted the Congress from
being held in London as initially proposed.
These forms of state-sanctioned and extra-legal violence stymied but could not wholly
contain the global freedom dreams of Black radicals during this period and further highlight the
importance of maritime routes as contested spaces of struggle and consciousness formation. For
Nzula, the maritime road to Moscow via London with the marabi musicians afforded
opportunities for further learning and movement building. Yet rather than as static or easily
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replicable templates, the maritime routes and forms of collective learning undertaken by militant
seafarers constantly shifted and adapted according to and in excess of state surveillance
apparatuses. Taken together, the stories of McKay’s novels and lifework, of Roy, Nzula, and the
other maritime travelers discussed in this chapter built internationalist movements through
spaces of care and social reproduction. From the quiet gestures of recognition, to learning
through safe harbors and shared stories, to the recalibration of routes based on shared
circumstances, these provisional and provisioning spaces created possibilities for
internationalism and consciousness formation.
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3. “All Guitars and I played the Piano:” The Blues Geographies of Black
Cardiff in the Early Twentieth Century

How deep are the roots of the blues, and where, if any, are its borders?
Clyde A. Woods, “Sittin’” on Top of the World”

The previous chapter considered the opening scene of Claude McKay’s novel Home to Harlem
as a point of entry for exploring shipboard intimacies as well as processes of learning and
building solidarities across racial, national, and oceanic borders. This chapter journeys with
McKay’s Home to Harlem back to the novel’s internal port of departure, Cardiff. Antiguan
mandolin player Don Johnson read the novel in 1928 when he was about seventeen years old
(Johnson, 1988a). In his oral history, Johnson explains that “somebody brought it [Home to
Harlem] home from sea… along with McKay’s novel Banjo,” stories of the vibrant nightlife and
political cultures of Harlem, and records and instruments from the South Seas to the Caribbean
(Johnson, 1988b). Johnson read “every Black book that he could get his hands on” and had
particular affection for McKay’s novels about working class life, music-making, and what Brent
Hayes Edwards (2003) has described as “vagabond internationalism.” In Don Johnson’s words,
“McKay’s novels were about us” (Johnson, 1988a). Don Johnson’s “hunger” to read “any Black
book that he could get his hands on” could not be contained. Further, his discussion of being
“moved” by novels such as Banjo and Home to Harlem that were “about musicians such as
ourselves” presents an opening for considering the multiple poetics and routes of Black life in
motion against a backdrop of imperial infrastructures of extraction and circulation.
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Drawing extensively on the Oral Histories of Jazz in Britain, I explore the life histories of
Don Johnson and his friends and collaborators, the Cape Verdean guitarists Frank and Joe Deniz,
and the Barbadian pianist Clare Deniz (nee Clare Watson) through the early stages of their
musical careers in Cardiff. Following Jayna Brown (2008), the chapter challenges hagiographic
histories of jazz instrumentalism by rooting it in the messy, sweaty worlds of brothels, jooks,
parlor recitals, and house parties. “In these spaces,” as Brown (2008, p. 4-5) writes, “music was
always produced in conjunction with movement; it was connected to bodies.” As Sharad Chari
(2006, p. 106) explains, life histories are also histories of space that can illuminate “struggles
over what kinds of life are worth living and what forms of infrahuman Black livelihood are no
longer tenable under dominant social arrangements.” Moreover, spatial readings of life histories
can expose relational processes of racial containment and spatial practices through which
communities have challenged, unsettled, and reimagined spatial partitions. The individual and
collective life histories of these Cardiff-based musicians maps a sweaty, sonic geography that
links the messy work of music-making to the coal mines of South Wales, the engine rooms and
decks of merchant and naval ships, the houses of shipowners where Black women labored as
domestics, and the streets of seaports from Honolulu to Buenos Aires.
Previous studies of Cardiff during the interwar period have focused on the 1919 race riots
and securitization (Jenkinson, 2008), moral panics and pathologization of the multiracial
dockland communities (Jordan & Weedon, 2010), the racist policies of shipping companies and
the National Union of Seamen and militant multiracial and anti-colonial seamen’s organizing
(Featherstone, 2016). I build upon this body of work by focusing on the experiences, movements,
and spaces of the Black workers of Cardiff who might not have joined a labor movement in any
formal sense, but whose consciousness and creative practices of improvisation were shaped
through transnational connections forged at sea, and whose everyday critiques of empire formed
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an audiopolitics of anti-colonial revolt. Katherine McKittrick (2016, p. 81) argues that making,
sharing, and grooving to Black music is a “rebellious political act and pronouncement of Black
life.” Through the improvisational acts of making place to and through groove, the musicians
discussed in this chapter rewrote the docklands as a source of pleasure rather than pathology,
reclaimed their bodies and time from the totalizing imperatives of imperial shipping, and created
new aesthetic traditions and sonic landscapes as they played by ear and listened across borders
(Gilroy, 1993; Hunter, 1997; Johnson, 2013).
Their creative acts were part of the “global expansion of a blues tradition” (Woods, 2007,
p.68) that took shape throughout the 1920s-1930s. The blues is not simply a musical genre but a
tradition of socio-spatial inquiry that is grounded in the stories of subaltern workers and
communities and a vernacular counter-mobilization against modes of dispossession,
dehumanization, and enclosure (Woods, 2007; 2017). While Woods (2007, p. 67) explains that
the expressive cultures of the blues were produced through aesthetic and intellectual exchanges
across the U.S. South, the U.K., and the Caribbean, Michael Denning’s (2015) Noise Uprising
further expounds upon the transnational co-productions and reverberations of vernacular musics,
specifically through the multiracial working class districts of port cities in the forms of marabi,
calypso, samba, jazz, tango, and palm wine. Performed in streets and dancehalls by itinerant
musicians supplementing their daily wages, or played on the gramophone, these vernacular
musics “circulated the voices of the masses” (Denning, 2015, p. 12) and developed through the
distinct movements and combinations of people from rural hinterlands and across oceans who
made their way to and made a life in the racially segregated port districts from the Panama Canal
to the Suez Canal. While Noise Uprising analyzes the contemporaneous development of
vernacular musics that comprised the sonic revolution from the introduction of recording
equipment in 1925 through the Great Depression years, the oral histories discussed in this
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chapter offer a grounded account of how musicians embedded within imperial shipping
economies—as merchant seamen, domestics, navy men, or even as individuals who collectively
refused the life at sea but made a living performing for seamen—listened and learned from the
sea—picking up a book here, a beat there, and a break in between. While the vernacular cultures
of Cardiff Bay echoed the hybrid musical traditions that emerged in the barracks and barrios of
port cities throughout the 1920s, Tiger’s Bay was distinct in that the music was dominated by
plucked string instruments such as the banjo, guitar, mandolin, ukulele, and cuatro. Johnson’s
contemporary, Laurie Deniz (1990), explained that the prominence of stringed instruments was
due to their low cost, portability, polyphony, and suitability for performances in relatively
cramped spaces.
This is the story of how a group of musicians from British colonies in the West Indies
(Antigua and Barbados) and Cape Verde—one of the most strategic Atlantic coaling stations—
made a life through and against the rhythms of the South Wales coal industry. The next section
provides an overview of the historical geography of Cardiff and critical analyses of racial
capitalism expressed in the oral histories of Don Johnson, Claire Deniz, Joe Deniz, and Frank
Deniz. The subsequent sections explore transnational practices of storytelling, grooving, and
learning through oceanic waves and “waveforms—beats, rhythms, acoustics, notational modes
and frequencies that intersect with racial economies and histories that cannot be exacted yet
speak to exacting racial technologies” (McKittrick, 2016, p. 81).
In doing this work, I am indebted to and endlessly awestruck by the richness of the Oral
Histories of Jazz in Britain conducted by photographer, jazz journalist, and historian Val
Wilmer.2 The extraordinary attentiveness to the texture, pleasures, antics, and improvisations that
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For an insightful commentary on Wilmer’s lifework see “A Portrait of Val Wilmer,” BBC
Radio Sunday Feature, https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09tcdx9
52

underwrote and routed Black worlding practices from Cardiff to Charleston to Cape Verde is a
testament to Wilmer’s militant refusal to compartmentalize, to separate Black music from the
fleshy, messy stuff of Black life (Katz, 2001). Her mode of enquiry resists the pretense of closure
and enclosure and affirms the long melodic histories and intellectual traditions of the working
class (Woods, 2017). Wilmer’s questions bring these usable pasts to life and anticipate the
urgency of these stories and lifeways for future generations of earth-writers who—like Don,
Clare, Joe, and Frank—are “hungry for every Black book they could get their hands on” and
humbly learned in the radio stations, cafes, and kitchens from Rio to Honolulu. It is the exacting
quality of Wilmer’s interviews conducted from the late 1980s to the early 1990s that have made
it possible for me to listen for the sonic landscapes and rhythms of everyday life as I write today.

Butetown Blues: Coal Routes and Community Formations in the Docklands
While the Black presence in Cardiff dates back at least to the seventeenth century (Fryer, 2010),
these communities grew and consolidated in the late nineteenth century around the South Wales
coal and shipping industries. In the 1850s, newspapers and shipping ledgers recorded the arrival
of African American seafarers on sailing ships from New England (Lwyd, 2005). Yet, it was the
conversion to coal-powered naval and merchant ships throughout the 1850s-1880s, the opening
of the Suez Canal in 1869, and global expansion of coaling stations and infrastructure that
shaped the formation of Cardiff’s multiracial dockland community (Hyslop, 2009; Seddon,
2014). Unlike sail, coal tethered and constantly returned vessels to shore like never before, as
naval and commercial steamships depended upon a constant supply and complex infrastructure
of high-quality coal in order to refuel roughly every 1,000 kilometers (Shulman, 2015).
In the 1840s, naval officials and industrial experts determined that the finest coal for
marine engines came from South Wales (Daunton, 1977; Gray, 2018). Coal mined in Newcastle
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produced a thick black smoke that hindered steamship navigation and strategy: captains could
not see, but fleets could be seen from some distance. In contrast, the coal from South Wales
produced minimal smoke, took up less bunker space per unit of energy output, was less likely to
oxidize and deteriorate in warm climates, and was less susceptible to spontaneous combustion.3
Further, South Wales had superior port facilities and more direct rail access between ports and
pits in comparison to other coal producing regions (Gray, 2018, p. 70-71). Construction for Bute
Docks West and Basin began in 1834, followed by the Taff Vale Railway in 1839 from Merthyr
to Cardiff, and Great Western and Rhymney Railway connections in 1850 and 1854 (D. Owen &
Co., 1891). Ships lined the Bristol Channel, and surrounding industries including flour mills,
warehouses, timber yards, shipbuilders, chemical works, and cable makers developed in the
following decade. By 1913, exports had risen to 10,700,000.4
Three Cardiff collieries sourced and shipped “crown fuel” with the most extensive of
these being the Crown Preserved Coal Company Limited’s coal works on the Roath Docks.
Screened for the highest quality steam coal, crown fuel was used primarily by the British
government for war ships, leading steam navigation companies, and “state and colonial railways
in India, Africa, South America, Spain, France, Italy, Algeria, Russia, Mexico, the West and East
Indies, and, indeed, in all parts of the world where the durability of coal and its consequent dust
is an important factor” (D. Owen & Co., 1891, p. 9). Most of this coal was purchased by British
firms and over half was exported for British consumption abroad (Thomas, 1903). Shipments to
locations such as Port Said, Aden, Cape Verde, and the Canaries were entirely for bunkering
steam vessels. Ships transporting coal from South Wales to the Mediterranean often returned
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For a vivid literary account of coal combustion and questions of injury and insurance, see
Joseph Conrad’s autobiographical short story, “Youth” (1898).
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Casgliad y Werin Cymru/ People’s Collection Wales, “Cardiff—Coal and Shipping Metropolis
of the World, https://www.peoplescollection.wales/content/cardiff-coal-and-shipping-metropolisworld
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from the Black Sea ports with grain. Shipments to South America’s east coast ports in Brazil,
Uruguay, and Argentina returned with grain, meat, and timber. Ships carrying coal to Aden or
Perim may have returned with Indian Rice. Ships would have returned from the Caribbean with
copper ore from Cuba and cotton or timber from U.S. gulf ports (Gray, 2017).
Welsh coal was not only determined to be the most suitable fuel for the Royal Navy, it
was considered to be the best coal for naval use writ-large. Indeed, in the late nineteenth century,
the navies of France, Germany, and Russia depended upon Welsh coal, and British intelligence
agencies monitored coal purchases as a means of tracking war preparations (Royal Coal
Commission, 1905). Through control of both the source and the movement of coal across the
vast network of coaling stations, Britain was able to disrupt, delay, and immobilize rival navies.
This infrastructural power was demonstrated through two notable examples at the turn of the
twentieth century. In 1905, the Russian Baltic fleet was denied passage through the Suez Canal
and forced to take the Cape route to the Far East to join the Russo-Japanese War. The British
subsequently prevented the Russians from refueling at British coaling stations at Lagos, Table
Bay, and Zanzibar. Fearing retaliation from the British, the French also denied coal to Russian
ships, and eventually the Russian fleet refueled with lesser-quality German coal at a station at
Great Fish Bay on the coast of present-day Angola (Gray, 2017). The fleet arrived late and in
disarray. Relatedly, when the American “Great White Fleet” toured the globe to showcase the
nation’s emergent naval strength, the fleet relied heavily upon British coal and coaling stations.
The United States had only eight colliers and used forty-one British colliers during the tour. As
Steven Gray (2017) has noted, even in Honolulu, the US fleet relied on a British collier to
provide coal. Indeed, many U.S. imperial attempts to annex islands including Hawaii, Haiti, and
St. Thomas were justified, in part, for their strategic value as coaling depots for the navy and to
circumvent and compete with British-controlled coaling depots (Shulman, 2015).
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These examples demonstrate the geopolitical significance of coal supplies and
infrastructure to the British imperial project from the mid-nineteenth to early twentieth centuries
and situate the port of Cardiff within global networks of extraction and circulation. Focusing on
the transnational movement from the South Wales coal mines contributes to a growing body of
scholarship that seeks to decenter London as the primary site where imperial power was
produced and projected or that conflate the Black presence and experience in Britain to postWorld War II migration to London (Brown, 2008). South Wales coal was in constant motion
across the world’s shipping lanes and the labor of (un)loading in Cardiff, in engine rooms, and in
coaling stations around the world was carried out by large crews of itinerant day laborers on the
docks. Some were seamen waiting for their next deep sea journey, while others worked on the
docks seasonally between harvests (Chalcraft, 2001). Yet, as British fleets held the capacity to
immobilize enemies and opponents through the disruption of coal supplies, the workers who
mined and loaded held the capacity to disrupt and delay flows as they fought for higher wages
and better lives. Coal-heavers in stations from Port Said, Egypt to Porto Grande, Cape Verde
engaged in resistance practices of noncooperation, slowdowns, and strikes (Chalcraft, 2001).
Stories and tactics of resistance would have been shared in the port districts where ship crews
and stevedores ate, drank, worked, rested, and grooved together (Denning, 2015).
Miners also shaped the routes and rhythms of the coaling stations. In April 1898, the New
York Times reported that the first ever coal shipment from the United States to the Cape Verde
Islands departed from Norfolk, Virginia. The article explained that, “Heretofore all coal
shipments for those islands have been supplied from Cardiff...the shipment is due to the fact that
Welsh miners are again on strike, and said that in the next few weeks, coal [from the US] will be
shipped to Marseilles and a number of other ports on the Mediterranean” (‘Coal for Cape Verde
Islands,’ 1898). In 1911-1912, miners, railway workers, and transport workers mounted a series
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of major strikes that disrupted the seamless circulation of coal through the region and influenced
the decision to shift the British Royal Navy’s fuel source from coal to oil (Mitchell, 2011; Barak,
2015). Even as the Royal Navy shifted away from coal in the early twentieth century, the
constant supply and steady circulation of high-grade steam coal continued to fuel the
consolidation of British imperial power until the Great Depression.
Workers from these ports made their way back to Cardiff as members of ship crews, and
it was through maritime industries and coaling circuits that the city’s multiracial dockland
community developed. The shipping industry in Cardiff relied largely upon tramp ships—those
without a fixed route and schedule that went wherever the charterer wished (Gray, 2018). A
tramp ship’s crew was never permanent, and ships could change crew in every port (Lwyd,
2005). As one maritime historian explained, “the purpose of tramp ships may be stated quite
simply: to provide efficient, convenient timely, and economic transportation…[and] the necessity
to meet constantly changing demands, and therefore to find the ways and means of assuring the
flexibility of ship operations” (Kendall, 1986). The flexibility of tramp shipping—the primary
means of transporting oceanic cargoes of coal, ores, and grains from the late nineteenth through
early twentieth century—was predicated upon the condition of precarity and uncertainty among
workers who rarely knew their destinations, the duration of journeys, or wage rates. The
uncertain rhythms of tramp shipping structured the movements of workers from coaling depots
and ports across the world who made their way to Cardiff and further restricted the materials that
they could carry with them.
The crews of Black and Brown seafarers who landed in Cardiff settled or lodged in
Butetown (sometimes referred to as “Tiger Bay”). During World War I, Black and Arab seamen
were hired into the merchant marine and nearby munitions factories (Lwyd, 2005). Cardiff’s
multiracial population increased from 700 before the war to 3,000 by April 1919 (Lwyd, 2005).
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Reflecting upon his childhood in Butetown during the early 1920s, Joe Deniz (1988) remarked
that his school used to be called the “League of Nations” because so many nationalities were
represented. The colloquial League was much more extensive than the official, and he explained
that Portuguese (connoting exclusively Africans from Cape Verde), Malaysians, Indians,
Egyptians, Arabs, Somalis, Maltese, West Indians, and Africans all attended. Separated from the
rest of the city by a compact barrier of docks, rail lines, fencing, and machinery, the segregation
of Cardiff’s docklands were described by urbanists such as Kenneth Little and St. Clair Drake as
almost unique in Britain (Weedon and Jordan, 2010). Reporters pathologized and exoticized the
area as a backwards space of vice and moral degeneracy (Jordan and Weedon, 2010). Arab,
Asian, and Black seafarers and associations challenged racist representations and, in some
instances, the broader terms of respectability politics through letters to the editors, communitybased research efforts, and other forms of subversive storytelling practices (Featherstone, 2016).
Like colonial seafarers and dockworkers in London, Liverpool, and other major port
cities, Black people in Butetown faced racist violence and discrimination from shipping
companies, the National Union of Seamen, and white seamen (Featherstone, 2016; Tabili, 1994;
Sherwood, 1991). In June 1919, white vigilante groups attacked Arab, Asian, and Black seafarers
in Cardiff as part of a wave of riots against seafarers of color in British port cities and against the
backdrop of a global “red summer” (Jenkinson, 2008). The violence was the culmination of a
combination of factors including: the reaction of demobilized white servicemen to being
displaced from their work by seamen of color, entrenched racism within the National Union of
Seamen, the material gains—home and business ownership—by minority communities, and
anger toward miscegenation (Featherstone, 2018; Jenkinson, 2008). The primary source accounts
included in Peter Fryer’s Staying Power (2010) and Jacqueline Jenkinson’s (2008) Black 1919
provide vivid accounts of acts of gratuitous violence against white women who worked in cafes
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and boarding houses or were in romantic partnerships with colonial seamen, providing further
evidence that the riots were not about protecting white womanhood but about keeping racialized
communities in place. According to an article in the Daily Mail, “Some of the Negroes in
Cardiff own their own houses, and demobilized Cardiff men who are lucky if they can get a
backroom feel aggrieved at the Black men’s flourishing state” (Jenkinson, 2009, p. 93).
Thousands made their way to Butetown where they shot, stabbed, and destroyed
livelihoods. The mobs primarily targeted lodging houses for West Indian, Arab, Malayan, and
Somali seamen, Chinese laundries, and homes owned by Black seafarers. Houses were
ransacked. Furniture—including, “valuable pianos”—was thrown out of windows and set ablaze.
A Somali imam and residents of a Malayan boarding house were pelted with stones as they
sought refuge on their roofs. All the while, the mob made frenzied and repeated cries to “lynch
the bastards” and “clean these niggers out” (Seddon, 2014, p. 93). The community defended
itself with pans, pebbles, guns, and anything that they could get their hands on. A reporter from
the South Wales News testified that, “The coloured men, while calm and collected, were well
prepared for any attack...The hundred of negroes...were discussing the situation among
themselves [...] and in a determined mood, ready to defend their quarter of the city at all costs”
(South Wales News, 1919, p. 5). The memoir of Somali poet and seaman Ibrahim Ismaa’il sheds
further light on the costs at which some Butetown residents fought back. Ismaa’il was eighteen
years old and had just arrived in Cardiff. He described his efforts to defend a Somali boarding
house in the following way,

“They said to me and my best friend, ‘You are too young to come, and you have never
faced difficulties of this kind.’ We insisted, for we could not bear to stay away when our
brothers were in danger of being killed...Seven or eight Warsangeli defended the house
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and most of them got badly wounded...In the end, the whites took possession of the first
floor, soaked it in paraffin oil and set it alight. The Somalis managed to keep up the fight
until the police arrived” (Pankhurst, 1977, p. 373).

At all stages and through a variety of mediums, these seafarers fought to make a life in the city.
The 1919 attacks on the Black communities in Cardiff had transnational reverberations.
The stories were reported on in newspapers in Belize, New York City, and Port of Spain, and
solidarity protests were organized in all of these places. As discussed in further detail below, the
British state’s response to racist violence against “coloured colonial seafarers” in Cardiff and
Liverpool was to deport these men rather than to curb vigilantism. As Featherstone shows, the
deportations stretched and deepened transnational resistance as those Black workers who fought
to make a life on the docks in Cardiff conspired with other “repatriates,” demobilized soldiers,
and military prisoners to mutiny on the S.S. Orca and S.S. Santille, then proceeded to organize
further rebellions on the docks and sailors’ homes throughout Jamaica and Barbados—the
locations they were deported to (Featherstone, 2018). The 1919 riots in Cardiff politicized
seamen such as Harry O’Connell, a seaman from British Guiana who tirelessly organized West
Indian, Arab, and Somali seamen in Cardiff throughout the 1920s-30s and forged internationalist
connections through attendance at the World Unity Congress of Seamen in 1932 in Hamburg and
as a regular contributor to the Negro Worker periodical (Featherstone, 2016; Sherwood, 1991).
Together, all of these transnational circuits shaped the urban development of Cardiff and
Black people’s “sense of place” (McKittrick, 2014) within the city. While these forms of state
violence and repression presented obstacles that stymied movement, the militant activism,
poetry, and music of the Cardiff docklands all demonstrated how ordinary people continued to
develop transnational communities of resistance that confronted these forces.
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“There was a feeling that the sea was all that there was”
In the foundational text, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, Paul Gilroy
(1993) explores the power of music within Black expressive cultures and processes through
which aesthetic and intellectual projects were shaped by oceanic crossings and convergences. He
argues that,
“Examining the place of music in the Black Atlantic world means surveying the selfunderstanding articulated by the musicians who have made it, the symbolic use to which
their music is put by other Black artists and writers, and the social relations which have
produced and reproduced the unique expressive culture” (Gilroy 1993, p. 74-75).

This section considers the meanings that these Cardiff-raised musicians ascribed to the material
conditions of their lives in a major port city. Although Black people in Cardiff shared a common
relationship to seafaring, the experiences of and attitudes toward shipping and the sea were
neither monolithic nor static. The oral histories of jazz in Britain disclose affective ties and
cultural memories of the sea that range from ambivalence to inspiration to active refusal, and
attention to these differences, compromises, and creative combinations is crucial for grappling
with the unbounded and improvised worlding practices in Butetown and beyond.
Don Johnson explained that he grew up in Cardiff at a time when, “If you were Black—
West Indian, African, Somali, whatever—if you weren’t on a ship, then you were on the dole,
because there weren’t many jobs for Black people at that time” (Johnson, 1988a). While his
analysis focused on the economic prospects of Black men, Black women’s working lives were
also embedded within maritime industries. In many cases, women worked as domestics in the
homes of wealthy shipowners and middle-class merchants or worked at “the rag stores over by

61

the docks” (Jordan and Weedon 2010). Johnson’s father was West Indian, “likely from Antigua,
but he was never quite certain,” (Johnson, 1988a) and arrived in Cardiff as a crew member of a
steamship in the first decade of the twentieth century. Johnson’s father never went to sea again,
but continued to work on fishing trawlers along the coast. Don’s older brother, Alec, went to sea
at the age of fifteen. He went “all over the South Seas—Tahiti, Hawaii, all of those places...and
when he returned, he brought some instruments” (Johnson, 1988a). Among them were a ukulele
and a mandolin. Don Johnson “had a vague idea about music” (Johnson, 1988b). Don himself
never went to sea, yet his life was shaped immensely by maritime circuits.
Don Johnson’s life must be understood as both deeply embedded within, yet defiant
toward the material relations of imperial shipping. Johnson vowed that he would never go away
to sea. There were numerous reasons for this decision. The work was dangerous: He explained
that he knew Black seafarers whose job was to chisel ice off of the decks on northern voyages.
The pay was terrible: As a musician, Johnson could make “as much as 30 bob a night,” more
than his previous work as a newspaper courier or mechanic, while he “used to see a lot of his
mates going to sea for about 4 pounds a month for some ship that would go away for eight
months and would come away with nothing at all. So why the hell am I going to sea for?” Like
the characters in Banjo and Home to Harlem, he chose a vagabond life of music-making along
the waterfront. Because of his early life of relative stasis, his mind went wandering. He played
music for those who came home or passed through.
Clare Watson was a childhood friend and musical collaborator of Johnson’s (C.Deniz,
1990). Her father was a seaman from Barbados, and her earliest musical memory was of being
taught to play the Sailors’ Hornpipe on the piano. While she was trained as a classical pianist,
she loved the atmosphere of performing at the house parties for returning seamen. She worked in
a cigar factory in Cardiff. While the seafaring life afforded relative flexibility to the men that she
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collaborated with, as discussed below in greater detail, Clare’s account expressed frustration with
the erasure of Black women from histories of the Cardiff music scene and the lack of
“seriousness” with which these men approached their musical careers.
The Deniz family was also a multi-generational seafaring family. Their mother was born
in Bristol to an African American father and an English mother. She worked as a domestic on
Cathedral Row in the homes of wealthy shipowners before becoming a homemaker (F. Deniz,
1989). Her first husband was a seaman from the Cape Verde Islands with the surname Correia
who died a premature death at sea. Her second husband, Deniz, was also a Cape Verdean
seaman. Roughly halfway between Europe and South America, the Cape Verde Islands were the
most important coaling station in the mid-Atlantic. The population was almost entirely employed
loading and trimming coal (Gray, 2018). It is within these circuits that seafarers such as Deniz
and Correia would have been hired onto tramp ships and eventually made their way to Butetown.
Mr. Deniz also died prematurely at sea after falling ill on a journey to Russia. After his death,
Mrs. Deniz converted a spare bedroom in the back of the house in Butetown to a boarding room
for seafarers—the majority of whom were from Somalia—as an additional source of income (J.
Deniz, 1988). Likewise, Joe and Frank provided additional material support as they wandered
around the docks collecting wood chips from various pit props and construction sites to bring
home as firewood (J. Deniz, 1988). The family’s story illustrates the vulnerability of colonial
seamen who continued to be hired for the “dirtiest and most dangerous jobs” (Featherstone,
2016) as well as the domestic intimacies and entanglements of maritime industries.
It was the senior Deniz who encouraged his oldest sons to pursue a life at sea. As a
teenager, Frank sold copies of the South Wales Echo around Cardiff as a source of income. One
day, his father returned from a trip and said, “That’s [selling newspapers] not for my son. I will
take him to sea” (F. Deniz, 1989). Some weeks later, Frank signed on as a cabin boy and went to

63

sea with his father. Frank Deniz worked in the merchant navy for a decade—first as cook and
cabin boy, then as a coal trimmer, then he advanced to the position of donkey greaser in the
engine room—before formally pursuing his musical career in London in 1935. Frank Deniz
worked on coaling ships as well as the refrigerated ships of the Blue Star Line which carried
frozen meats to Europe from South American ports, particularly Buenos Aires and Rio de
Janeiro. For Frank, the sea was a source of advancement, creativity, and learning. As discussed
in greater detail below, Frank took every opportunity—between shifts, during economic
depressions, in ports of call—to listen to music. He made a living in the engine room and a life
as he sought out and grooved to music in every port.
Joe Deniz was much more ambivalent than his brother about the long term prospects of
seafaring. He explained that he “hardly knew his father because he was always away at sea” (J.
Deniz, 1988). In addition to familial disconnect, boredom and drudgery were his primary reasons
for not taking work on ships. When asked if he had ambitions of making a life a sea, he
explained, “No, I had ambitions to go into music. Anything is better than this. Nothing more
boring than a merchant ship at that time” (J. Deniz, 1988). Frank went to sea twice during his
lifetime, and, in both cases, he joined a crew with his family members. Between 1933-1934, at
the age of twenty, he went to sea with his father on a Corey Brothers Line that “supplied coal to
all of the major stations—Lyon, Aden, Alexandria, and Sierra Leone” (J. Deniz, 1988) and
carried timber back from Russia and Norway. It was on this trip that his father passed away in
Russia. Joe’s second trip to sea was in 1940 when he and Frank served in the merchant marine
during World War II. Like Don Johnson, Joe Deniz shared the “feeling that the sea was all there
was,” and still opted to sell newspapers—the Western Mail and South Wales Echo—while
performing at house parties, small repertory theatres, and other odd jobs.
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Each of these musicians was situated within the trans-oceanic currents of the South
Wales coal industry. As Johnathon Hyslop (2009) has argued, most studies of British imperial
shipping in the early twentieth century have emphasized either absolute abjection or episodic
moments of heroic insurgency among seamen from Asia, Africa, and the West Indies. The life
histories in this section work against this binaristic thinking, as they highlight the multiplicity of
meanings that individuals ascribed to their material conditions, the kinds of complex decisions
about social reproduction that individuals collectively made under constrained circumstances,
and everyday practices of resistance from the refusal to ever go to sea to the repurposing of wood
chips as firewood. Their stories disclose the complex range of ways that these musicians acted
upon “the feeling that the sea was all there was” and understood this reality through the lens of
neither absolute hope nor despair as they made their lives along the docks.

“A lot of Banjos in the Bay...and Steel Guitars”
While their imaginations, expectations, and experiences of seafaring differed substantially, all of
these musicians were influenced by the sonic crosscurrents that took shape through imperial
shipping. This section analyzes Butetown musicians’ earliest memories of music and stories of
how they acquired their first instruments and records. By tracing the circulation of instruments,
sheet music, records, and beats to and through Cardiff in the formidable years of Joe, Frank,
Don, and Clare’s youth, I seek to map a constellation of intergenerational, inter- and anticolonial practices of making place and grounding through groove. Katherine McKittrick (2016)
teaches, it is in the “sharing and grooving to music [that] histories are renarrated, kinships are reimagined and different modes of representation are performed” and the waveforms are
“productive sites of resistance that are relational to revolution and the affirmation of Black life.”
Along these lines, research must be attentive to the communities that created and reconstituted
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musical forms and to the transnational communities that formed through collective acts of
listening, reclamations of bodily movement and time, and the rhythmic writing of space.
In his Oral History of Jazz in Britain, Laurie Deniz (1990) observed that the Butetown
music scene was dominated by string instruments—banjos, Hawaiian steel guitars, quatros, and
mandolins—with very few brass instruments or saxophones. Nearly ten years younger than Joe,
Laurie did not perform with his older brothers in their early years; yet his oral history presents a
rich picture and analysis of the stringed soundscape that developed along tramp shipping routes.
Don Johnson recalled receiving a mandolin and a ukulele from his brother and another returning
seaman. Mr. Deniz played mandolin, violin, and ukulele and would gather with other families in
the neighborhood to play calypsos and Cape Verdean dances. This was the first music that the
brothers recall hearing. Both Joe and Frank bought their first instruments at the age of fifteen:
Joe bought a cheap ukulele from a shop in Cardiff and Frank bought a guitar during his first
voyage to the United States.
There are numerous reasons that string instruments figured prominently within the
Butetown music scene. First, all of these guitar variants were relatively portable and built of light
weight wood, meaning that sailors could easily stow the instrument below deck (Troutman,
2016). Portability was even more important along tramp shipping lines. As ships regularly
switched crews and routes, sailors had to be flexible and prepared for shifting and unexpected
routes—a life of improvisation. Second, these instruments were cheaper than brass or pianos and,
therefore, more accessible to the underpaid maritime workforce. Along these lines, Laurie Deniz
(1990) explained that, “we were very poor and the cost of tuition and brass instruments was too
expensive.” He further recalled a story about, “a friend, Arthur Young, a Black person who got a
trumpet quite cheaply...but had no one to teach him” and another “Black boy who got an
accordion, but did not get far because there were no lessons.” For the most part, Cardiff
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musicians were ear-trained or family-taught. Laurie Deniz went on to explain that, “We grew up
in the environment that our parents lived in. It didn’t occur to us to play anything different.” This
comment raises an important spatial dimension of musical education. On one hand, these
Cardiff-raised musicians were the product of a particular milieu in which the collective
knowledge that was passed down through generations and creative acts of learning together were
shaped by the material constraints of time, money, and expertise. Yet, through these formidable
early years of specialized collective training, these young musicians learned from jazz, blues,
calypsos, and folk songs from the islands of Hawaii and Cape Verde. As Laurent Dubois (2016,
p. 8) has argued, the “banjo has the capacity to condense and crystallize a range of musical
traditions,” and the stringed traditions first learned in front rooms and back gardens enabled
subsequent rounds of creative improvisation and expansion possible.
To understand the transoceanic and sonic “mutations produced through contingent loops
and fractal trajectories” (Gilroy 1993, p. 73) that emerged in the Cardiff docklands requires deep
engagement with the material histories of the instruments themselves. Both the Hawaiian steel
guitar and banjo were born out of nineteenth century struggles against historic plantation blocs
(Woods, 2017). John Troutman (2016) traces the development of the ukulele and steel guitar
through the histories of occupation and anti-imperial struggle in Hawaii from the mid-nineteenth
century. The natural harbor of Honolulu was the most important crossroads of the Pacific. From
the 1840s, newspapers and travelogue accounts document the presence of Spanish guitars in
Honolulu carried by sailors. In the 1870s, sugar planters recruited plantation labor from China,
Japan, the Philippines, and the Portuguese islands of Madeira and the Azores to replace native
Hawaiians who had been killed by disease or who resisted the plantation system. It was sailors
and plantations workers from Madeira and the Azores who “brought with them even more
guitars and other Portuguese stringed instruments—the rajao and machete” and by the end of the
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century many of “these former plantation workers opened music shops in Honolulu’s Chinatown
district” (Troutman 2016, p. 20). Workers adapted the Portuguese stringed instruments into
modern variants of the ukulele and steel guitar. This constellation of “relatively affordable”
stringed instruments became the soundtrack to multiracial and transnational struggles against
empire as they circulated between foreign sailors and plantation workers, urban port districts and
rural plantations. Steel guitar music-making signified the collective refusal of plantation labor
and temporality, subversion of missionary indoctrination, struggle against American annexation,
and the collective stewardship of rather than domination over land. Along these lines, Troutman
(2016, p. 7) argues that the steel guitar was “born from the tumult of an imperial design that
threatened to silence Native voices,” and as it made its way around the world in the trunks of
sailors and musical troupes, the instrument “defied the empire and inspired imaginations of
people from South Africa to India to Japan to the Philippines.”
Laurent Dubois (2016) charts a similarly radical transnational trajectory of the banjo
through and against the transatlantic slave trade. By the 1840s, the banjo had deep roots in North
America, and “just as it had from the earliest days of invention in the Caribbean, the banjo
offered space for solidarity, to sound out the possibility for freedom” (Dubois 2016, p. 143).
Drawing upon literary references, planter records, and Works Progress Administration slave
narratives, Dubois provides a rich account of the banjos in the lives of enslaved people. Banjo
music sustained communities. Banjo musicians who were leased out by their owners carried
messages between plantations. The lyrics that accompanied banjo music documented the love
and pain of everyday life, everything from heartbreak to slave revolt. Enslaved people developed
storytelling modes to protect these musical spaces—“there are weevils in the wheat” often meant
that patrollers had learned of a secret dance.” Finally, many sources from the U.S. and across the
Caribbean expressed how “precious” the music was and the importance of passing down the
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messages, skills, and rhythms through family ensembles (Dubois, 2016, p. 163). The Cardiffraised musicians were a continuation of this transnational tradition of struggle and solidarity
through music and, more specifically, of the passing down and scaling up of “blues
epistemologies” through the plucking of strings.
The practices of making and learning music were further routed along gender lines. In her
oral history, Clare Watson (later Clare Deniz after marrying Frank) explained that in her youth
she—along with Don Johnson, Victor Parker, and Joe Erskine—formed a musical group that
played for church dances. The group was comprised of “all guitars and [she] played piano” (C.
Deniz, 1990). In Cardiff, most Black women and girls were trained on the piano. Maria Correia,
the step sister of Joe, Frank, and Laurie Deniz played piano and “got her lessons from a Spanish
girl (L. Deniz, 1990). Mrs. Knight, a family friend of Clare Watson, “loved to entertain” and first
taught Clare to play the “Sailor’s Hornpipe” (C. Deniz, 1990). Erskine’s aunt, Louise, regularly
tutored Clare on the piano and was integral in shaping her transition from classical training to
performing the “American dance music.” Clare (1990) felt she was more gifted in jazz and “liked
the rhythm and joy of the parties.”
What does it mean to write the historical geography of Black vernacular music in the
Cardiff docklands that does not privilege the laboring routes of men as the primary modes of
storytelling and cultural production? Returning to the previous discussion of the 1919 riots, how
can we understand the deliberate torching and naming of the piano as a symbolic attack on Black
women’s creative outputs and an attempt to suppress sonic landscapes of solidarity and joy more
broadly? The writings of Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley (2012) and Vanessa Agard-Jones (2012)
are instructive for further developing this line of inquiry through the biographical sketches of
Clare Deniz and archives of the Butetown Community and Arts Centre. Both authors work
against tendencies in oceanic studies to frame women as passively waiting for men to return
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from sea or to exclude them altogether from the oceanic diasporic imagination (Deloughery,
1998). Tinsley’s (2012) writing draws upon the oral histories of African American women
employed in the shipyards of Richmond, California during World War II. She explores queer
intimacies and storytelling between women in the shipyard, in the kitchen while styling hair, and
at the dining room table. In doing so, Tinsely maps alternative foldings of the Mississippi River
into the Pacific Ocean through domestic spaces that destabilize the hetero-masculinist gaze of
maritime studies and amplify spatial practices of learning and consciousness formation among
Black women in port cities. Agard Jones (2012, p. 327) develops the sand as an analytic for
Black queer diasporic formation that refutes the notion that, “it is only through diasporic that
people gain their capacity to be legible, visible, and politically viable subjects.” Rather than a
rejection of movement and “watery metaphors,” she asks what it can mean “to pay equal
attention to the rooted, to those Caribbean people who build lives for themselves right where
they are” (Agard Jones, 2012, p. 327). In other words, I am interested not in a binary opposition
of seafaring movement versus Black women’s stasis, but in the manifold ways that these
ensembles of mobility, labor, and learning coalesced to shape and inspire distinct modes of
creative production. Women’s work in ports is key to all of these configurations of social,
cultural, and political life.
Don Johnson (1988a) describes jam sessions in “Mrs. Deniz’s front room” as a
formidable space of learning and creativity. As Johnson recalled, it was in the front room that the
family displayed their collection of guitars, ukuleles from the South Seas, and cuatros from
South America—many of which had been brought to Cardiff by seafarers. It was there that the
Cape Verdean families would get together and play traditional dance music. It was in the front
room that Maria Correia played the piano as the family gathered around to play the sheet music
that was published in the periodical News of the World (J. Deniz, 1988). These songs, along with
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West Indian calypsos, were among the first music that Johnson and the Deniz brothers heard in
their youth (F. Deniz, 1989). Johnson (1988a), who lived in the predominantly Irish
neighborhood of Grangetown, explained that he first learned to play mandolin and ukulele with a
“white boy in the street” who played guitar, and the two practiced waltzes such as “Sobre las
Olas” (Over the Waves), the best known work of Mexican composer Juventino Rosas. From
there, he and his friends began to play calypsos such as “Sly Mongoose” and “The Blacker the
Berry, The Sweeter she be” in Mrs. Deniz’s front room.
The boys likely heard calypsos performed live at family parties and gatherings held for
returning seafarers. Most of the oral histories, however, focused on the importance of calypso
and jazz records that the sailors brought back from the Americas. Don, Frank, and Joe each
described themselves as having a “quick ear” and being able to easily learn what they heard on
the records and from the stories of sailors who would “come back from the clubs and tell [them]
what it was like” (J. Deniz, 1988). As records were often prohibitively expensive, the boys
would have used their modest wages earned selling the Western Mail and South Wales Echo to
purchase records that they would listen to together in the front room or at friends’ houses.
Indeed, Laurie Deniz (1990) later recalled that his mother could not afford to buy records during
the 1920s-1930s.
Yet, through collective practices of improvised learning, these young musicians amplified
and reassembled the musical cultures of the Black diaspora, and working class port districts more
broadly. As Michael Denning (2015) has shown, gramophones amplified a musical revolution
that was already taking place in the streets and dancehalls of colonial ports around the world.
Thinking from the space of Mrs. Deniz’s front room brings into focus the creative combinations
and circuits through which vernacular musical cultures were formed in relation to and with raw
materials from elsewhere. The relational creative acts of listening and grooving, of beat-making

71

and world-building with the ukuleles of the South Seas, the rhythms of calypso and Cape
Verdean folk music, the stories of work and leisure the world over, and the sharing of yams and
Black books brought from sea is grounded in a poetics of life affirmation and reciprocal
frequency. The informal and errant ensembles that grounded in Mrs. Deniz’s front room
produced “home” as a relational, open place against partitions of nation, empire, and genre—a
home that welcomed the News of the World and embraced the multiplicity of routes and registers
“sobre las olas un barco va” (over the waves the ship goes). The rhythmic groundings, like Jake’s
politics of refusal in Home to Harlem, complicate tendencies toward absolutist differentiations—
“you’re not like them.” These practices of oceanic grounding through groove are predicated upon
and produced through collaborative possibilities and wherein the “knowing” entails the ability to
use found objects, of working with and from the stitches and seams, and the “quick ear” for
learning from and for Black life (McKittrick, 2016).

Rhythms and Rounds
Listening to the groundings through groove of the Black musicians who made a life
playing music in the streets of Cardiff provides new ways of learning from the city. The group
often went around Church Street and Bute Street playing Hawaiian music on the weekends with
banjos, ukuleles, and homemade Hawaiian guitars—a regular guitar, with raised strings and
added steel (Johnson, 1988b). Joe Deniz (1988) explained that these mobile, music-making
practices were referred to as “rounds.” They wandered all through the Bay, down to the docks,
and sometimes straight into people’s houses playing music. The men never collected money.
They did it “just for fun...just for ourselves” (J. Deniz, 1988). The “rounds” can be understood as
a kind of place-making practice that unsettles bifurcations of the public and the private. The
rounds rewrite the city to the tune of insistent pleasure, creative possibility, and syncopated
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solidarity. Such creative practices rebelled against conventional designations of being in and out
of place, embracing an errant poetics of being “all over the place” (Simone, 2018) both in terms
of drawing inspiration from across styles and seas and of marking a dynamic sense of place and
time grounded through joy and generosity. The rounds were enacted in dialectical relation to and
yet in excess of the rounds of imperial extraction, racial differentiation, and choreography of the
docklands life and labor: load, heave, trim, stoke, and repeat.
Frank Deniz (1989) “went ‘round the world five times” during his decade as a merchant
seaman. His musical repertoire developed through grooves and groundings in Butetown, on the
ship itself, and in the seaports of the Caribbean and South Atlantic. His oral history provides a
generative opening for thinking about the poetics and practices of building in the break—as the
ships were loaded, laid-up during recession, and between shifts while crossing the ocean. In
addition to the errant “rounds” between the docks and domestic spaces, from the ages of roughly
15 to 17, these young men performed at house parties for sailors returning from sea. When Frank
and Joe were not at sea, they—along with Don Johnson, Victor Parker, and others—played for “a
few bob” at the dances. It took roughly seven to ten days to load a coal ship, and during that
time, many of the seafarers who were passing through or coming home danced through the early
hours of the morning (J. Deniz, 1988). Johnson (1988a) described these events in great detail,

“When the seamen came home from a good trip at sea, they’d throw a house party. We
would get hired to play these dances. I was about seventeen. We’d play from ten o’clock
at night to 5 or 6 am, almost nonstop...every week...dances would be attended by all of
the local ladies of the night and lots of West Indians. We were playing three times a
week… The place was jumping. Enormous rooms. I remember the floor sagging. The
whole Tiger Bay was very cosmopolitan...food, long table at all of the parties.”
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When the ships were laid up for longer periods in Cardiff, Frank made his way to Sid
Clement’s shop. Clement played the saxophone and formed the Sid Clement Society Band. The
shop was a space where folks gathered to share tunes and styles. It was a source of new sheet
music for those who could read and a space for jamming for those with a “quick ear” regardless
of formal musical literacy. During slumps in the shipping industry, Frank Deniz made extra cash
performing with Clement in a twelve-piece big band in Barry, and it was Clement who
encouraged him to move to London if he was serious about making a life in music. While recent
scholarship has focused on the constant flows of ships in motion and the fueling of mobility,
there is much to be learned from the worlding that occurred while workers waited and the ways
that ideas and objects remained in motion—indeed, were put in motion by ordinary people—
even as ships remained relatively immobile for days, weeks, or months.
As Catherine Tackley (2014) has argued, by the 1930s musicians from Cardiff’s “Tiger
Bay” represented the largest group of British-born jazz musicians working in London who hailed
from outside of the capital. Of all of the oral histories discussed in this chapter, Clare is the only
one to discuss the group’s multiple attempts to start their musical careers in London. She
explains that the men did not take it seriously the first time and her frustration with having to
give up her well-paid job at the Cardiff cigar factory, for a dream that her comrades were not
fully ready to pursue (C. Deniz, 1990). In London, these artists got their starts in the Soho
basement dives, bottle parties, and clubs such as the Nest and Shim Sham. These clubs were the
favorites of Una Marson, Amy Ashwood Garvey, Eric Williams and Ralph Bunche (Matera,
2015). There, Frank Deniz played guitar with Fela Sowande, a Nigerian organist and West
African Student Union organizer. The clubs were internationalist spaces where students,
communists, Jewish anti-fascists, and Black nationalists gathered and grounded. They were
spaces of invention and imagination and, as South African labour organizer Peter Abrahams
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reflected, the Soho nightlife was “the seedbed of the later unity of African, American, and
Caribbean Black folk” (Matera, 2015, p. 172).

The Ship Deck and the “Grape Vine”
We can also think about the ship deck as a space of oceanic grounding—a space
facilitating the motion of musically inflected ideas routed along imperial shipping lines and set in
motion by the circuits of global racial capitalism. Frank Deniz (1989) took his guitar on his
journeys at sea. He “used to be on deck practicing like mad.” His was not a simple transfer or
transplant of styles across seas, but a mobile mode of reinvention and recombination. Frank
(1989) explained that he went looking for music in every port of call. Most of his voyages were
to South America with the Blue Star Line, “which was a big London operating base for deep
freeze meat.” While in South America every three to four months, Frank went to the clubs and
listened to the radio. He found the tango and rumba “so inspiring and so different from what [he]
heard at home.” In the United States, he visited clubs from Galveston to Charleston to Boston,
and even went to Black churches in search of new music. During his first trip to the U.S., he
bought a guitar. Joe (1988) elaborated,

“As I said, I took a guitar with me...the first place I arrived was Rio de Janeiro...The ship
I was on was collecting grain...went around Rio. First looked for the radio stations then
the clubs...I started buying little bits of music. I bought tangos...Then the next trip we
went to Bahia.”
In some instances, he played his guitar in the clubs of South America. He listened and learned at
every chance he could.
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Joe and Frank Deniz went to sea together in 1940. Joe (1988) explained that their ship
crossed the Atlantic as part of a convoy of merchant and naval ships. Their ship called first in
Buenos Aires, then to Montevideo, up the Brazilian coast, across the Atlantic again to Cape
Verde, then back to the British ports. On the ship, Joe “slogged away shoveling coal” and doing
manual labor that he had not done for some six years prior. He explained that, “When you are at
sea you do four hour watches. On four, off eight, on four, off eight. But when you are in port,
you do more like a day job...nothing much to do besides clean the deck and shift coal.” The
brothers obtained a special pass to go ashore in Buenos Aires. As the brothers crossed the main
footbridge from the docks into the city center, amidst thousands of people, a fellow looked at the
two of them and asked, “Is your name Deniz?” The man explained that he knew their father. He
went on to tell them stories about his life. Weeks later, the brothers’ ship called in to São
Vicente, Cape Verde—the birthplace and early home of their father. The brothers were unable to
go to shore. The crews were prohibited. Joe (1988) lamented that he “wanted to go ashore so
desperately,” as this was his first time calling in Cape Verde. Yet, “by some grapevine or
another...one of [his] relatives managed to get out to the ship and come aboard” (J. Deniz, 1988).
Joe did not know how this happened, but expressed gratitude at, again, hearing stories about his
father’s life.
Joe speculated that the man on the footbridge in Buenos Aires had something to do with
the “grapevine” to São Vicente. We know nothing else about the life of the man on the
footbridge. He might have relayed his story through a letter or telegraph. Perhaps, he boarded a
ship bound for Cape Verde some days before the Deniz brothers. Whatever the methods or
motives, the interaction with the familiar stranger on the footbridge reminds us that errant
crossings are not simply passive acts: “we know how to build bridges.” The urgent insurgency of
his oceanic groundings anticipated the arrival of the merchant ship. The “grapevine” was
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predicated upon a collective and intimate knowledge of timetables and ship’s logs, of crossings
and callings, and of the contours of containment. They knew how to build in the break (Moten,
2003).

Conclusion
The Oral Histories of Jazz in Britain illustrate the ordinary spatial and sonic groundings of
music-making as a way of making a living and making a life amidst and against the violent and
dehumanizing logics of global racial capitalism. I argue that the material rhythms of British
merchant shipping—the breaks between boiler room shifts, the delays and layoffs of the
Depression era, the periods of waiting for port authorities and pay days—shaped the rhythms and
recompositions of Black diasporic political and expressive cultures. The lives, musical repertoire,
and sense of place were shaped in relation to the sea. The docklands was the center of Cardiff’s
musical scene, and the sonic landscape of the city was shaped by the transnational rhythms of
steamship routes. The Oral Histories of Jazz in Britain disclose the routes through which Black
musicians came to Butetown, created hybrid and improvised musical forms, and satiated their
“hunger for Black books” and expressive cultures, revealing a constellation of listening and
learning spaces that were both capacious and contingent. These practices were mapped onto and
orchestrated in excess of and adjacent to the imperial infrastructures of coaling stations, dockside
warehouses, and Shipping Exchanges and in affirmation of Black life.
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4. Building Bridges, Moving Walls: The Oceanic Worldings of Claudia Jones
and Eslanda Robeson
This chapter journeys with the early twentieth century shipboard writings of Black feminists
Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson and argues that their respective practices of oceanic
grounding disrupt dominant masculinist paradigms of oceanic movement, knowledge production,
and memory. Their writings highlight the shifting grounds and subject positions through which
oceanic metaphors and material relations have been historically ascribed meaning and reveal
distinct forms and potentialities of liberatory world-making.
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In Pedagogies of Crossing, M. Jacqui Alexander (2005, p. 292) argues that, “water
overflows with memory...emotional memory, bodily memory, sacred memory.” While oceans
abound with many (his)stories of movement, struggle, creativity, violence, and intimacy, the
analytic reaches of maritime repositories are neither transparent nor self-evident. Woods and
McKittrick (2007, p. 4) posit the opacity of the Atlantic as a source of methodological possibility
that, “prompts a geographical narrative that may not be readily visible on [imperial] maps or
nautical charts.” Working through the “tension between the mapped and the unknown,” creates
space for the reconfiguration of “knowledge, suggesting that places, experiences, histories, and
people that ‘no one knows’ do exist, within our present geographic order” and that “those who
‘no one knows’ might also be a map towards new or different perspectives on the production of
space” (ibid, p. 4-5). Citing disciplinary geography’s refusal to engage and inability to reckon
with the long durée of Black spatial knowledges––that which ‘no one knows,’ Woods and
McKittrick write against the “disappearance” of Black geographic narratives not as a corrective
or mode of inclusion but as a fundamental reorientation that insists that the “invisible/forgettable
is producing space––always and in all sorts of ways” (ibid, p. 4). The memory work of the
Atlantic, then, is a process of historical and geographical salvage that searches for openings––of
spectacular refusals, riotous whispers, tender entanglements, errant itineraries, and tactical drift–
–rather than cartographic closure. It is the practical and imaginative otherwise. Memory work is
a practice, a production of space. David Scott (2008, p. vi) argues that,

“memory is always memory-in-the-present: the exercise of recovery of the past is always
at once an exercise in its redescription, an exercise in arguing with the past, negotiating it,
a persistent exercise in the questioning and repositioning of the assumptions that are
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taken to constitute that common life…[and] a reassembly of sources that make memory
possible.”

The iterative and ongoing process of reassembling, reassessing, and repositioning contributes to
what Scott describes as the construction of the archive. Reading Scott (2008) alongside
Alexander (2005) and McKittrick and Woods (2007), I argue that the Atlantic as archive and
geographic region is in constant motion––churning with new questions and categorizations,
overflowing in anticipation of antecedent futures, and breaching the coastal walls of legibility
and legitimacy. This invocation of motion is not a romanticization of unfettered fluidity. Nor is it
a disavowal of the material production of this particular oceanic archive as a space of abjection
(Sharpe, 2016) or a “death sentence, a tomb, a display of the violated body, an inventory of
property, a medical treatise on gonorrhea, a few lines about a whore’s life, an asterisk in the
grand narrative of history” (Hartman, 2008, p. 2). Rather, I read the motion of the Atlantic as a
mode of enquiry that attends to the manifold ways that this archive has been remembered across
space-time, the metaphors and “metageographies” (Cohen, 2017) that shape intellectual practices
of journeying and excavation, and residual manifestations of the oceanic otherwise. Put
differently, I ask: what crossings and crosscurrents have been called upon for the memory-work
of mapping the Atlantic––and its confluences with other oceanic littorals––at and across
particular historical conjunctures, and how can we read the disappearing acts of the Atlantic
archive––shaped but not wholly defined by racial capitalism’s death-dealing abstractions
(Gilmore, 2002)–– as a provocation for epistemic repositioning and reconsideration of the everpresent mysteries that still “no one knows” and yet many claim? What if, as Ashley Cohen
(2017) asks, the new geographic and spatial scales generated by oceanic studies “turn out not to
be so very new after all?”
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It is with these questions in mind that the chapter journeys with the oceanic writings of
Black feminist militants Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson. The two women maintained a deep
comradeship and friendship across the Atlantic, between London and New York from the 1930s1960s as they engaged in various anti-capitalist movements against racism, fascism, sexism, and
colonialism (Davies, 2011; Gore, 2011; Ransby, 2013). Here, I read their respective writings for
their conceptualizations of oceanic memory, materiality, crossing, and relationality that were
shaped by and underwrote Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson’s internationalist consciousness.
Both texts were the product of writing against containment. Claudia Jones’s “Ship Log”––a letter
and poem addressed to her father––was written from the S.S. Queen Elizabeth as she was
deported from the United States to England in 1955 amidst the McCarthy-era repression of
radicals (Davies, 2011). Eslanda Robeson’s ethnographic travelogue, An African Journey, was
based upon several months of travel through Sub Saharan Africa as an activist, journalist, and
anthropology doctoral student at the London School of Economics. Published in 1945, An
African Journey was a focal point of The House Un-American Activities Committee’s 1953
investigation into Robeson’s “subversive” politics on the basis that the book called for African
independence (Ransby, 2013). At the time of the trial, Eslanda and her husband–– the famed
actor and singer Paul Robeson––had their American passports revoked since 1950. Yet Eslanda
continued to forge internationalist solidarities through her journalism writing, for example, about
the Mau Mau uprisings in Kenya. The lessons of her previous journeying via steamship and
seaplane continued to resonate with communities and generate anxiety among imperial officials
as she lectured widely across the United States. The routes through which these women’s
writings traveled, their experiences at sea, the (hi)stories they drew upon to make sense of their
intellectual and physical journeys, and maritime political imagination rupture conventional
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narratives of the past and chart powerful itineraries for more humanly workable futures
(McKittrick, 2006).
The writings of Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson unsettle the “unmarked masculinity
that we might term aqua homo” (Deloughery, 2017, p. 33) and builds upon Black queer and
feminist engagements with transoceanic and diaspora studies. This research works against
literary and historical tendencies to privilege the subjectivities and spatial knowledges of
seafaring men; resulting in stories in which women are included primarily through the vantage
point of passively waiting for their partners to return from sea, sexually available and devalued,
or as lesbians subject to the voyeuristic and ultimately condemning male gaze (Deloughery,
1998). The masculinism of oceanic studies not only overlooks women’s experiences in and
movements between port cities, but further restricts the questions that can be posed and
epistemologies that are derived from the Atlantic archive. The question of from whom we learn
to read oceanic space is also a question of how and what can be learned from watery depths and
edges.
Numerous studies have considered the Black women’s travels and sojourns in the early
twentieth century. Jayna Brown’s Babylon Girls (2008) has explored the transnational travels of
African American children’s choirs and Black women performers in the early twentieth century.
Focusing on lesser known vaudeville performers and chorus line dancers, the study “takes
journeying black women not as exceptions but as critical modern subjects” (Brown, 2008, p. 11)
and considers the multiple routes, aspirations, and freedom dreams that shaped these performers’
collective embodied movements through the US, Europe, and Asia. In normalizing the
transnational movements of Black working women, Brown situates the narratives of Black
performers within a broader landscape of travelogues. Among these was Juanita Harrison’s
(1937), My Great Wide Beautiful World. Initially published as a series of essays in Atlantic
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Monthly, Harrison’s text chronicles her solo travels through Palestine, Egypt, Turkey, and
Bombay and moments of mutual recognition with other working women of color around the
world from 1926-1935. Harrison stayed in YMCAs and worked her way around the world as a
domestic and lady’s maid.
Jaqueline Nassy Brown’s (2005) Dropping Anchor, Setting Sail has explored the power
asymmetries and divergent historical meanings of maritime mobility that have shaped the politics
of memory and place in Liverpool’s Black communities, juxtaposing the celebration of male
seafaring traditions with collective ambivalence toward Black women from Liverpool who
migrated with American soldiers to the U.S. She argues that, “practices and politics of travel
serve to map diasporic space, helping to define its margins and centers, while also crucially
determining who is empowered to go where, when, under what conditions, and for what
purposes” (ibid. 69). The text not only highlights the uneven gendered politics of mobility, but
further shows how meaning is differentially ascribed to these movements and the implications
for which acts are seen as producing diasporic community abroad versus abandoning community
at home. Further, Erik McDuffie’s (2011) Sojourning for Freedom has explored the processes
through which Black women in the U.S. nurtured global sensibilities and forged alliances with
women of color and anti-imperialist white women through their journalism, activism, and
overseas travel. Through biographical sketches of figures such as Louise Thompson Patterson,
Williana Burroughs, and Grace Campbell, McDuffie shows that, like the sailors in Chapter One
traveling along oceanic routes, Black communist women were constantly on the move––through
the US, as well as to Moscow, Spain, and England––and that their travels, employment as
domestic workers and teachers, and experiences of racism and sexism in political organizations
all shaped their development of Black feminist consciousness. Taken together, these texts map
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the histories and routes through which Black women’s stories, resistance practices, and
discourses of internationalism have travelled.
This chapter further develops a Black feminist reading of the sea as it grapples with the
oceanic writings of Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson to consider how these Black women’s
respective subject positions and “different geographic possibilities and experiences, such as
places seen, remembered, hoped for, and avoided” (McKittrick, 2006, p. 42) work together to
“open up a conceptual arena through which more humanly workable geographies can be and are
imagined” (ibid, p. xiv). Their writings develop a complex geography of grounded learning
through oceanic travel that unsettles structures of partition and containment through conscious
acts of building bridges and moving walls.

“We Know How to Build Bridges”
On 9 December, 1955, Claudia Jones penned a letter to her father from her cabin on the ship
Queen Elizabeth. She was bound for England. Jones––a prominent West Indian communist,
feminist, and anti-imperialist activist and journalist––was facing deportation under the Smith and
McCarren Acts. In several pieces of writing, she explained that she had been exiled for her
“independent political ideas” (Davies, 2011, p. 193) and that she was a “victim of the
McCarthyite hysteria against independent political ideas in the USA––a hysteria which penalizes
anyone who holds ideas contrary to the official pro-war, pro-reactionary, pro-fascist line of the
white ruling class of that country” (Davies, 2011, p. 16). During the roughly two decades that
Claudia Jones resided in Harlem, she fought for the liberation of oppressed people the world
over. She campaigned for the “Scottsboro Boys”––nine Black teens wrongfully accused of rape
in Alabama––organized with the Black domestic workers of New York City, built
internationalist solidarities with colonial women’s movements in Asia, Africa, and Latin
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America through the Sojourners for Truth and Justice, and published poetry and political
commentaries critiquing US imperialism in the British West Indies and Puerto Rico in the pages
of the Daily Worker and Young Communist League’s Daily Review. She went on to found the
West Indian Gazette in London, founded the West Indian Carnival in Notting Hill in the wake of
1958 riots, and participated in Communist and anti-war delegations to Russia, China, and Japan
(Davies, 2007; Sherwood, 1999).
From her cabin on the Queen Elizabeth, Claudia Jones (1955, p.193) addressed a letter to
her “dear daddy” which recounted her first transatlantic crossing. The text suggests that her first
crossing would likely not be the last and positions her journey as a continuation of historical
crossings and expressions of radical community. In her biography of Claudia Jones, Carol Boye
Davies (2008) explores Jones’s shipboard writings and argues that these texts deepen extant
frameworks of Black diaspora studies. Deportation, Davies argues, is an often overlooked mode
of transnational movement within writings on diasporic community formation and cultural
production. The significance of Jones’s “Ship’s Log” lies not only in its documentation of the
affective and material dimensions of lesser-noted trajectories, but in the ways that Jones actively
and intentionally (re)envisions the pain of departure as a space of political possibility. Jones’s
writings from below deck, “on the high seas for England” express a sense of longing and
melancholia, as well as optimism and possibility for the world yet to come. In a letter to her
father, she explained that her “mind, heart and thoughts are still in the land I belong to and know
and its people with whom I have worked and struggled with for social progress” (Jones, 1955, p.
193). Her “deepest thoughts [were] with [her] comrades” and simultaneously upon the
“unfolding and rising promise of international visits, exchange and culture for the world’s
people” (ibid). In the closing lines of the letter, she told her father about a small stack of
radiograms and wires from her comrades who wished her bon voyage. Among these was a wire
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from a dear friend called Magil who wrote, “What is an ocean between us; we know how to
build bridges” (Jones, 1955, p. 194).
Jones refuses to accept her forced passage across the Atlantic as an absolute source of
expulsion or abjection. As she wrote from her cabin, she actively built bridges with intention and
anticipation of international creative exchanges that “unfold” and “rise” much like the motion of
the sea itself. Much of Jones’s lifework was about building bridges across oceans, empires, and
communities. As her letter suggests, the “ocean between” was not simply an empty space to be
crossed or a place devoid of historical or political meaning. Rather, the ocean was a constitutive
space of memory, subjectivity, and community formation. Jones’s collective bridges took many
forms—the formation of organizations, the co-creation of communities of resistance through
print cultures, inventive practices of solidarity and cultural production, the poetic and practical
circumvention of structures of containment, the sustenance of fragile and intimate ties across
distance. Jones’s bridges challenge the “bridge leader” framework of Black radicalism which
suggests that “men led but women organized” (Gore, et. al., 2009, p. 10) and masculinist
reduction of the women who waited at home while seafaring men made diasporic communities
and vernacular cultures. Claudia Jones did not wait. She remembered. She planned. She prepared
for “the beauty at dawn” and the “marvelous places” that “beckon” and “excite.” Such bridging
practices stitch together, reinforce, and sustain disparate segments of struggle and create new
political possibilities (Ransby, 2018). These acts— in as much as the blockade, the disruption,
and evasion of infrastructures of empire—are constitutive of oceanic insurgency and radical
imagination.
Jones included a poem, “Paean to the Atlantic,” in the “Ship’s Log” addressed to her
father. She explained that the poem “burst from [her] after churning inside all day” (Jones, 1955,
p. 193). Here again, Jones invokes the motion of the sea as against the walls of containment. I
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read these creative “bursts” and “churns” not as romance of the ocean or unfettered fluidity, but
an insistent and intentional refusal of closure and expression of poetic possibility. The poem
reads as follows,
To watch your ceaseless motion
Your foam and tideful billows view
Is but to gleam your beauty
Of immemorial hue
Oh, restless wide Atlantic
Path of nations old and new
Asylum path of peoples
Bound to social progress true
I stand awe-struck before you
As swiftly league on league
You cradle us to lands––accrue
Of mankind’s search for freedom’s clue
To understand your motion
Is to reason why like you
Millions move towards ascension
Nurtured by your ancient dew
Claudia Jones’s efforts to “understand your [the Atlantic’s] motion” through her poem
and Ship’s Log develops a theorization of oceanic materiality and provides a generative grounds
for exploring practical and poetic acts of movement and movement-building. First, Jones lingers
in the tensions between the Atlantic as a space “crowded with memory” and as a space of
“immemorial hue.” Jones’s depiction of the Atlantic as a space of possibility and memories of
ascension is striking, given the nature of her own unfolding exile from the United States and the
spectre of the Middle Passage as watery depth and death. While some scholars have read the
collapsed and non-linear temporalities of the Atlantic as “an act of anticipatory mourning”
(Deloughrey, 2017, p. 36) and memorialization, Jones’s treatment of the immemorial–that which
exists or extends beyond the reach of memory or record–is grounded in Black radical revolt and
refusal. The Ship Log rejects the imperative to catalogue and quantify and embraces uncertainty.
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The past and future remain opaque and unresolved, yet tempered and by the tempos of political
ascension and freedom’s clues.
Second, Jones reads the Atlantic as nurturer of freedom and ascension, developing a
relational and explicitly politicized oceanic ontology. Throughout the past decade, there has been
a shift from a “long-term concern with mobility across transoceanic surfaces… toward
ontologies of the sea and multispecies engagements” (Deloughery, 2017, p. 32). Writing in this
vein, Steinberg and Peters (2015, p. 259) “turn to the ocean itself, towards the three-dimensional
and turbulent materiality” in order to develop “new understandings of mapping and representing;
living and knowing; governing and resisting” (ibid., p. 260). For Steinberg and Peters (2015), the
oceans provide an analytic for exploring social processes of becoming and challenges
paradigmatic fixity, stasis, and permanence of “landed” study. Sharad Chari (2019) has argued
that these ontological readings which are decoupled from maritime praxis, poetics, and subaltern
politics limit possibilities for engaging the full range of oceanic pasts and for imagining radical
futures.
Rather than a continued search for new theory, the politics that emerges from the ocean
space of Claudia Jones’s mid-century journeying works against fixity while also reading the
ocean through a decidedly anti-imperial framework. Her reading of the Atlantic as nurturer of
freedom struggles, even as it oscillates–– “sometimes jerks you sharply, sometimes like a lullaby
rocks and caresses” (Jones, 155, p. 195), rejects the material and epistemic weaponization of the
ocean.
Finally, Jones’s “Paean to the Atlantic” is significant not only in its framing of the
Atlantic as nurturer, but also in that this nurturing is explicitly toward the “ascension” of the
masses of freedom dreamers and asylum seekers. How can we read this in relation to, against,
and a way of thinking about sea-level rise, submarine depths and deaths, and of freedom dreams?

88

Clauda Jones’s Ship Log develops a practice of oceanic grounding as she shifts and unsettles the
dominant grounds of Atlantic history, creating new ways of seeing, being, and building amidst
and against seemingly insurmountable barriers. Her poetic modes of building bridges cut across
space and time, forming communities of resistance across the U.S. and U.K. and with ancestors
in historic and unfinished struggles for liberation.

“The Walls of Our World Moved Outward”
Eslanda Goode Robeson’s writings about her 1936 journey through the African continent further
stretch the oceanic imagination, revealing forms of consciousness in and through motion. Her
journey with her eight year old son, Pauli, spanned from May 30-August 25, 1936. The pair
boarded the S.S. Winchester Castle from Southampton, England calling at Madeira Island then
Cape Town and Port Elizabeth, South Africa. With comrades in South Africa, the pair traveled
by car through South Africa to conventions, mining compounds, and cultural centers before
traveling via train from Johannesburg to Lourenço Marques (present day Maputo, Mozambique)
to catch an Indian Ocean Steamer. From there, they boarded the S.S. Kenya of the British India
Line, passing through the Mozambique Channel and calling at Dar es Salaam and Mombasa.
From Mombasa, they traveled through Uganda for Eslanda’s anthropological fieldwork. Finally,
Pauli and Eslanda Robeson returned to Europe via seaplanes––the Hornsa from Kampala to
Alexandria and the Scipio from Alexandra to Brindisi, Italy––then a series of trains back to
Europe. The journey was an impressive feat of modern technology and a rare opportunity for an
African American woman––especially, one who was not a missionary–– to engage with various
cultures and communities on the continent. An African Journey is simultaneously a story of the
Robesons’ movements, a study of labor and political movements, and a treatise on consciousness
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in motion. Indeed, An African Journey is a collection of rupturing passages that complicate
dominant understandings of the subjects and spaces of social movements.
Eslanda Goode Robeson’s journey was “at once intellectual fieldwork, political
reconnaissance, and family vacation” (Raiford, 2017, p. 134). The text reads as a daily log of
conversations, activities, anecdotes, and analysis developed through her travel. As an
anthropology student enrolled at the London School of Economics, Robeson regularly
challenged characterizations of Africans as “primitive” and unidimensional in the classroom, and
in May 1936 she and her eight year old son, Pauli, embarked on a three month journey through
South Africa, Mozambique, and Uganda to learn firsthand about the everyday lives, cultures, and
political struggles that animated the urban and rural areas there. The journey built upon her
previous forms of research and political education undertaken in London. Like many of her
contemporaries on both sides of the Atlantic, the 1935 Italian invasion of Ethiopia and the 1936
Spanish Civil War were major turning points in Robeson’s politicization, and she was involved
in numerous campaigns that linked struggles against fascism, racism, and colonialism (Umoren,
2016; Pennybacker, 2009). Further, she traveled to Spain and to sub-Saharan Africa in order to
build political solidarities. As a researcher and political activist, Robeson challenged the
presumed distance between “the researcher” and “the researched” and between seemingly
disparate struggles. Her lifework emphasized connection, relationality, and political
identification and must be understood as part of an active and collective process of moving walls.
In An African Journey, Eslanda Robeson (1945) describes the conversations that she had
with comrades in Alice, Cape Province. Among these were Ms. Soga––a Xhosa social worker,
Mashaloga––a teacher and agronomist, Max Yergan––who by day directed the mission efforts of
the YMCA and by night taught literacy and revolutionary theory to African workers at the
underground Communist night schools in Johannesburg, and Dr. R.T. Bokwe––a member of the
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African National Congress who had previously studied medicine in Edinburgh (Robeson, 1945;
Kelley, 1991). The group discussed topics including education in South Africa and the United
States, Indian independence, the Spanish Civil War, the imperialist ambitions of Japan and Italy,
and the latest developments in agriculture and irrigation. Of these conversations, Robeson (1945,
p. 49) wrote,

“Big talk, challenging ideas, enthralling discussion. The walls of our world moved
outward, and we caught a glimpse of things in the large. Maybe we didn’t solve anything.
Maybe we couldn’t. But at least we could know what was going on. To be aware was to
be alive. And I thought as I talked and listened, these Africans, these ‘primitives,’ make
me feel humble and respectful.”

For Robeson, this iterative process of talking, listening, and the movement of walls was full of
possibilities and yet made no guarantees towards resolution or destination. I journey with
Eslanda Robeson’s thought and political practice as a guide for understanding the dynamic and
relational processes through which “the walls of our world moved outward, and we caught a
glimpse of things in the large,” and situates the text as a mode and model of internationalist
solidarity. Throughout the text she recounts the ways in which her understandings of racial
capitalism, diasporic solidarity, relationality, and of the process of learning itself were shaped
and refashioned through movement across the turbulent depths of the South Atlantic, in the
seaports of West and Southern Africa, and between homes, schools, and throughout the Union of
South Africa. Her writing embodies and anticipates Paul Gilroy’s (1993, p. 4) treatment of the
ship as “a living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion” and is attentive to the uneven
politics of mobility, mistranslations, and paradoxes that structured––but did not wholly define––
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the cultures of Black internationalism in the early twentieth century (Edwards, 2003; Thomas
and Campt, 2008). As Leigh Raiford (2017) has argued, Robeson “chose to look and write with
political commitment and human solidarity” and portrayed Africa as a heterogeneous “living,
breathing place in struggle and in formation”, which challenged both the pathologization by
racial scientists and the romanticized, mythical narratives of a timeless Black homeland.
This section explores collective acts on learning in and through motion across five
spheres: Eslanda’s reflections on her own process of consciousness formation; the rhythms and
properties of the ocean; shipboard conversations and encounters; Pauli’s spaces of play and
learning; and Eslanda’s reflections on migrant labor and the geopolitics of travel.

Consciousness formation
An African Journey provides numerous examples of learning in struggle. In the opening pages,
Robeson explains that she was “startled” by how readily available news about Africa was in
England but how little she knew about the “Negro Question” on a global scale: in London, she
learned that while she was quite knowledgeable about racism “in America,” she had much more
to learn about the oppression of Black people in Africa and the West Indies (Robeson, 1945, p.
9). To learn more about these histories, she “began asking questions everywhere of everybody,”
“read everything [she] could get her hands on” at the British Museum, House of Commons, and
London School of Economics, and, with her husband, she “began to seek out all of the Africans
[they] could find everywhere [we] went: in England, Scotland, Ireland, France; in the
universities, on the docks, in the slums” (Robeson, 1945, p. 11-12). She explained that, only,
“[m]uch later, I came to realize that the ‘Negro problem’ included the problem of the 390 million
Indians in India, the problem of the 450 million Chinese in China, as well as the problem of all
minorities everywhere” (ibid., p. 12). Despite the initial surprise by the global scope and
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complexity of the colorline, Eslanda Robeson ultimately describes the gradual unfolding of this
process as a strength rather than a deficiency. She wrote, “It is just as well that I didn’t realize all
of this [the global reach of the “Negro” problem] immediately. I probably would have been
floored” (ibid, p. 12). Her journey reflects a conscious composition and complex choreography
of movement, experience, and inquiry through which she continued to refine her awareness of
the violence of global racial capitalism.
Eslanda Robeson dismantles the walls around her own process of consciousness
formation. Her honest and humble assessment of her ongoing process of political learning
challenges illustrates a constant, collective process of study and struggle. Her journey is one of
humanization––of herself, her comrades, and her interlocutors. Through her writing and her
lifework, Robeson not only engages––but indeed, embraces and pursues––analytical
complexities and refuses to flatten historical and geographical specificities or force hasty
resolutions to difficult questions. Her recognition that, “Maybe we didn’t solve anything. Maybe
we couldn’t. But at least we could know what was going on. To be aware was to be alive” speaks
to the importance of understanding how people develop a political awareness of their
circumstances––i.e. consciousness formation (Robeson, 1945, p. 49). In particular, the insistence
that “to be aware was to be alive” suggests that this process of developing awareness was both a
means toward deepened action towards liberation and an end in its own right. The latter does not
reduce critical and collective inquiry to mere pedantics, but as Robeson’s practices exemplify,
argues that political education is itself a site of social struggle (Vaz Borges, 2019).

Rhythms and Properties of the Ocean
Like Claudia Jones, Eslanda Robeson’s oceanic writings are crowded with memory and
questions of political possibility. During Eslanda Robeson’s journey on the S.S. Winchester
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Castle, the sea is smooth and calm off the coast of England and becomes more turbulent as she
journeys south. These shifts can be read through the palimpsestic temporalities of the Atlantic
archive (Alexander, 2005; Scott, 2008) and the specific geophysical properties and ontological
unmoorings of the “Southern Hemisphere’s blue expanses” (Samuelson and Lavery, 2019). She
is both attentive to the material routes and, at the same time, her discussion of the oceanic
journey is also a metaphor for the difficult and “uncomfortable” work of grounded political
education.
Off the coasts of Senegal and Liberia, Eslanda Robeson’s descriptions of the ocean and
the sky are imbued with the histories of the African diaspora. She writes,

“We are off the coast of Dakar, Senegal, West Africa. The air is very heavy, the sea grey
and hot and calm, the sky lead-coloured. And it is a grey and heavy thought that between
1666 and 1800 more than five and a half million kidnapped Africans, my ancestors,
began the dreadful journey across the Atlantic from this very stretch of coast, to be sold
as slaves in the “new world.”...No wonder the sea and sky and the very air of this whole
area seem sinister” (Robeson, 1945, p. 21).

“Off Liberia, west coast. Liberia! That high hope which turned out to be such a
disappointment. Liberia was to be the country where freed Negroes were to be really free,
and were to help develop and educate their African brothers. And what happened? In
time the freed Negroes followed the colonial pattern of other colonial peoples exploiting
and enslaving… the air has been growing steadily heavier” (Robeson, 1945, p. 27).

94

In both of these passages, the properties of the ocean and air are shaped by multiple, overlapping
temporalities of movement and struggle. Robeson reads into the landscape’s affect the reckoning
of violent histories of forced passage and failed projects of return and promises of collective
worlding through education. The air is heavy with the weight of history.
The aforementioned passages further mark an intellectual and rhetorical rupture. Of
Senegal and Liberia, Eslanda Robeson writes based on what she already knows and the questions
that she is able to answer. She knows what happened. Yet, as the ship progresses, her voice shifts
to one of uncertainty, learning, and listening. This transition is exemplified by the following
passage.

“We run into the “Cape Rollers” and believe me they are most uncomfortable. They are
said to be caused by the meeting of the Indian Ocean with the South Atlantic, and the
great difference in their temperatures causes currents and swells. Often it is very, very
rough around the Cape and far up on both sides as well. Thank heaven the ship is steady
and I can manage, although I took to my bed when we first ran into the rollers yesterday”
(Robeson, 1945, p. 28, my emphasis).

Robeson’s uncomfortable experience of the “Cape Rollers” can be read again as an indication of
the turbulent dimensions of the oceanic currents and as a manifestation of ontological rupturing
passages at the meeting points of the Atlantic and Indian Oceans (Chari, 2019; Cohen, 2017;
Hofmeyr 2008). Where Robeson’s Atlantic imagination was crowded and brought to life by the
spectre of the Middle Passage and speculative returns (Commander, 2017), her discussion of the
Indian Ocean was largely devoid of struggle. Passing Madagascar and the Mozambique Channel,
Eslanda described the coasts as “interesting but desolate” and at Beira, Mozambique, she
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explained that, “the ship’s doctor told us that in the old days Beira was all swamps and
mosquitos and malaria, but lately the swamps have been drained and conditions are better”
(Robeson, 1945, p. 89). These hot and desolate places are contrasted with the vibrancy of
markets in Dar Es Salaam, Zanzibar, and Mombasa.
Sharad Chari (2019, p. 205) argues that, “the ocean calls for attentiveness to mediation,
concealment, and haunting rather than the uncritical affirmation of transparency.” How, then,
might we read Robeson’s treatment of the Southern African Indian Ocean as “desolate,” as she
moves through the dynamic assemblage of coerced mobilities and labor, penal colonies, and
plantation ecologies that shape this particular littoral (Hoffmeyr, 2008; Anderson, 2012)? Rather
than a transparent reading of oceanic space, her treatment of the landscape is mediated by what
she already knows and the recognition of what she does not know. Rather than reading this
knowledge as an absolute, we can see in her writing an unfolding process of learning how to
see—of consciousness formation.

“In the train [from Mombasa], I have been thinking back over our trip up the coast.
Leaving South Africa we saw fewer and fewer Europeans. In Beira everyone we saw was
African except the storekeeper. In Dar-Es-Salaam there were a number of Europeans, but
many more Indians and Arabs as well as Africans. Zanzibar was quite different, almost
oriental, with many Indians, Arabs, and Moslem Africans. Mombasa was rather
cosmopolitan with European tourists and settlers, Indians, and Arabs, and a great variety
of Africans––Moslem, Christian, and traditional” (Robeson, 1945, p. 95).
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There is no clear resolution in this passage, but we can see her process of learning in and through
motion, of thinking about how this region is peopled and how that matters. The “meeting” of
these oceans is itself a process of motion rather than a singular encounter.

Shipboard Conversations and Encounters
Along the way, Robeson continued to seek out unlikely teachers and to learn from all who were
willing to teach, including colonial officers and wealthy European landowners. In addition,
Robeson cultivated relationships with co-travelers on the ship deck. Among these were Mrs. G––
an elderly Boer woman––and an African nursemaid whose name is undisclosed. Mrs. G was a
childhood friend of Jan Smuts, her husband knew Cecil Rhodes, and her son-in-law managed a
major cattle farm in the Belgian Congo. Eslanda Robeson understood Mrs. G as “as part of South
African history” and as someone whose knowledge must be deeply studied and engaged. From
Mrs. G’s stories, she deepened her knowledge of histories of infrastructure, imperial expertise,
and white perspectives on the “Native question” in Southern Africa.
On the same ship, Robeson conversed with an African nursemaid from St. Helena who
was minding some European children. The nursemaid told Eslanda stories about the brutality of
the Boers against Africans and government efforts to “pit Cape Coloureds against the
natives...while also not giving the Coloureds any real rights” (Robeson, 1945, p. 42). Robeson
and the African nursemaid’s conversations index a “subversive politics of Black storytelling”
(McKittrick 2016). Even though the ship was primarily facilitating the movement of agents and
architects of empire, these women, like the seafarers discussed in Chapter One and Chapter Two,
created spaces of radical learning and intimacy across racial-colonial divisions. Eslanda
Robeson’s memoir provides insights into the travels of other Black and subaltern women––the
nursemaids and domestic workers––that colonial officials depended on and whose intimate place
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in the colonial domestic sphere in some cases brought them into different proximity with other
working women on the move. While these interlocutors––Boer landowners and African nurses––
provided very different kinds of insights, they are linked through their exploration of interrelated
histories of dispossession and unsettling of conventional subjects of oceanic space and political
consciousness formation which focuses predominantly on male seafarers. Robeson’s
conversations and travel experiences were undoubtedly shaped by her relatively privileged
position as a Black American and as the wife of global celebrity, Paul Robeson. Yet, her journey
cannot be reduced to that. Rather, through her process of intentional listening, relation building,
deep historical and geographical inquiry, and intensive reflection––she deepened her analysis of
racial capitalism and developed workable knowledge toward internationalist struggle.
Much of Robeson’s learning in motion centered on conversations about her son, Pauli.
One instance that occurred on the seaplane, Scipio, near Alexandria, Egypt with an English
colonel who often vocalized his contempt for Africans was particularly formidable in Eslanda
Robeson’s consciousness formation. She details the conversation as follows,

“When he [the English colonel] came to know us better he made a curious remark:
‘Son of yours is a fine boy, fine boy. Incredible he is only nine years old. So Intelligent.’
I said Pauli had been around grownups a great deal, and perhaps was informed beyond
his years because of that.
‘No, intelligent,’ insisted the Colonial gruffly. ‘Pity he’s got that handicap.’
‘What handicap?’ I asked, my feathers ruffling.
‘Pity he’s black. Pity. Could go far.”
‘He’ll go far because he’s Black,’ I said. ‘His colour, his background, his rich history are
part of his wealth. We consider it an asset, not a handicap.’
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He was interested and surprised. ‘Don’t understand,’ he said.
‘Of course you don’t,’ I said pleasantly, and let the conversation drop.

This conversation is significant for a number of reasons. Eslanda Robeson refuses the
exceptionalization of her son––i.e. that he is somehow superior to other Black children––and the
terms of his race as a “handicap.” Throughout the text, she is consistent in her refusal to distance
herself and her son from Blackness and rejects the intellectual hierarchy of African Americans
over Africans. Yet, this conversation which took place at the end of her journey is further
significant in that it prompted deep reflection on her Black pride and prompted her to draw
parallels between her pride in being Black and the political projects and possibilities that she and
her comrades laid out in Alice, South Africa several weeks before. Reflecting on the racist
encounter with the English colonel, she explained that,

“We [Negroes] have not built any walls to limit our world. Walls have been built against
us, but we are always fighting to tear them down, and in the fighting, we grow, we find
new strength, new scope...we have always fought slavery, resisted it everywhere;
continuously; and in the fighting, in the resistance, we have survived and grown strong”
(Robeson, 1945, p. 183).

Through this passage, we can see Eslanda Robeson develop a framework for oceanic grounding
in action as she acknowledges the historical and ancestral struggle of those who have fought,
grown, and found new strength and scope before her and as she embraced those principles––for
herself and her son––in their present.
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Pauli’s Geographies of Learning and Play
Eslanda’s political journey was further shaped by the presence of her eight year old son, Pauli.
As in the previous example, her consciousness was shaped by contestations over her son’s social
place in the world, even as that shifted depending on geography. Pauli, became one of her
teachers. Robeson’s inclusion of Pauli’s questions and observations in An African Journey
positions him as an interlocutor and as someone who is actively teaching her and pushing her
thought process, rather than as simply a child who requires explanations from an adult. In one
example, on the drive between Cape Town and Bloemfontein for the All African Convention,
Pauli asked “What is ‘free’ about the Orange Free State?” It was Pauli’s seemingly innocent
question that prompted Eslanda Robeson to inquire further into the country’s history. This
section focuses on Eslanda Robeson’s descriptions of her son’s learning process––primarily
through acts of play––and argues that allowing and observing his play became a method for
Eslanda to further study and exchange with South African people and politics. While many
studies have explored the role of freedom schools and youth education efforts within the Black
radical tradition, much less has been written about children’s development through political
sojourns with their caretakers. Even less has been written about Black children’s oceanic
imaginations and material relations to ships, with the notable exception of The Interesting Life of
Olaudah Equiano and other diaries of enslaved and free Black cabin boys in the “Age of Sail.”
To understand Eslanda and Pauli, I use the insights of geographer Cindi Katz (2004), who
demonstrates how to read the political economy of labor relations through children’s play (as
their play is often delimited by the productive roles they will grow up to do), and the potential
for new consciousness. Her insights from children in the Sudan remind us that,
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“Play and work intertwined in everyday life; if in their work and play children
encountered, made sense of, and tried to prepare themselves for the world, they also
encountered and engaged in the inchoateness of the ways that new and old social
relations and cultural forms and practices clashed in that world. Their playful work and
workful play were not only ways of making sense of and negotiating these shifting
conditions, but they offered glimpses of creative possibilities that were new and
different” (Katz, 2004, p. 60).
Pauli’s acts of play with the white children of colonial officials and with the Coloured and
African children in South Africa were also processes of (un)learning and (re)working dominant
racial hierarchies and partitions. At the radical gathering in Alice, South Africa where Eslanda
recounted the “big talk, challenging ideas, and moving of walls,” she also noted that, “Pauli was
learning too” (Robeson, 1945, p. 49). As the adults debated topics from the Spanish Civil War to
Indian Independence to racial segregation, the children taught each other and enacted their own
processes of moving walls. She explains that,
“The children plied him with questions and he them. The children spoke beautiful
English, and Pauli learned a little of the local language Xhosa, and was delighted when
he mastered some of the difficult clicks. There were all kinds of new games (Robeson,
1945, p. 49, emphasis added).
This process of learning through play continued throughout the journey. In Cape Town, as
Eslanda grounded with teachers at a Coloured school on Hanover Street, Pauli played with the
children who were “Indian, Malay, Chinese, and every possible mixture with African” and who
were “eager for news of the outside world and seemed to be as interested in Pauli as he was in
them” (Robeson, 1945, p. 34). In Basutoland, Pauli “took great pains to learn” a handful of
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Sesotho greetings from their comrade Mashaloga, and the “people were surprised and delighted
to hear him speak even a few words of their language” (ibid, p. 60). Reading Pauli’s play with
children throughout South Africa, and their play with him, as a cultural exchange of equal
importance—and more importantly—communicating at a level with Eslanda and her comrades
opens up new coordinates of mapping creative practices of learning in motion and of making
place as practice of freedom (Gilmore, 2017).
Eslanda describes another rupturing moment of play between Pauli and the children of
white colonial officials on the S.S. Kenya, before the ship called at Dar es Salaam.

“Two of the South African children simply could not understand why Pauli must have
‘his turn’ in all the games. Though they come to fetch him and seem anxious for him to
play, they often try to ‘skip’ his turn. I keep a weather eye on them, but so far haven’t
interfered, because Pauli seems well able to handle himself. Yesterday he put his foot
down and said: ‘If you don’t want me to play, say so. But if I play I always get my turn,
understand?’ They flushed with surprise...They don’t skip him anymore...They seem to
like him very much, but just don’t understand him at all. To them he is “Native,” yet they
can’t push him around. They might even understand if he were a prince or something.
But he is just a plain American coloured boy who isn’t going to be pushed around”
(Robeson, 1945, p.89).

It’s significant that this act of defiance comes at this point in the journey, after having observed
and experienced so much during his time in South Africa. He isn’t just pushing back as an
African American kid. He is pushing back as someone who has learned and played and grounded
with the “Natives” that these children were used to seeing passed over and kept in place.
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In this seemingly innocuous incident, read as a normal aspect of children’s play, in which
friends test a newcomer before learning that he “isn’t going to be pushed around” is normal, but
only because everyday routine play is itself a repetition of the kinds of social hierarchy familiar
from adult lives. Indeed, as Cindi Katz writes about children in Howa, “But perhaps more
potently, the children were not simply rehearsing, or rehearsing for, the social relations they saw
around them, but playing with such things as power, control, symbol, gesture, and routine, while
being absorbed by their creative projects, social interplay, and imagination of mastery” (Katz,
2004, p. 97). In other words, this was an enactment of social hierarchy, but an enactment in the
literal sense of working something out, of creating a power dynamic through play. The South
African children act out what they think to be their relationship to the “native”, only to have it
questioned.

Movements and Migrations
While much of Eslanda’s reflections were of the ocean, she was also attentive to the unevenness
of movement across land. She explained, “I shall always remember the dust of South Africa––
mists of it, fogs of it, clouds of it––floods of thick red-brown and clay-coloured dust swirling
everywhere the moment you move your foot or your car” (Robeson, 1945, p. 72). An African
Journey explores processes of circulation. If An African Journey is a story of the conscious
combination and complex choreography of movement, then these processes are also marked by
processes of immobilization, exhaustion, disruption, and uncertainty. Robeson’s writing sheds
light upon the transnational border regimes and racial discourses through which “the walls of our
world” were historically constructed, as well as how these partitions were variously inhabited,
ruptured, and resisted through spatial practices. Despite her celebrity status and academic
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credentials, Eslanda Robeson struggled to get a South African visa and nearly had to cancel the
first portion of her journey. Reflecting on this difficulty, she wrote:

“It seems if you are Negro, you can’t just make up your mind to go to Africa and just go.
Oh no. Not unless you are a missionary. The white people in Africa do not want educated
Negroes traveling around seeing how their brothers live; nor do they want those brothers
seeing Negroes from other parts of the world, hearing how they live. [...] It would make
them examine and re-examine the conditions under which they as “natives” live. [...] It
would be extremely dangerous. [...] But what to do? It’s simple: just keep all other
Negroes out of Africa, except maybe a few who will come to preach the gospel [...] just
don’t grant them visas” (Robeson, 1945, p. 14).

We remember how the South African boys learned that the American Black boy could learn
words of Xhosa, would play but not be pushed around. Remember that “they were interested in
Pauli, he is the future”. It is not only conversation that they (white people in Africa) are afraid of.
It is the collective acts of learning in motion––of seeing who someone is, how they live, and
learning to make a life and possibly making it different.
Despite these visa restrictions, Robeson reflected that the African and Coloured comrades
that she met in South Africa were “far more politically aware than [her] fellow Negroes in
America, [...] understood their situations and conditions under which they live[d], and [were]
continually seeking––and firmly resolved to find––a way to improve their lot” (Robeson 1945, p.
43). My interest here is not in creating a hierarchy of political consciousness or proving whether
or not South Africans were more aware of their material circumstances than their American
counterparts. Rather, I read these two passages from An African Journey as an opening for
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exploring the specific modes of intellectual journeying and movement building that occurred
outside of, around, and against conventional visa channels. Much of An African Journey focuses
on rail and road infrastructures. During her visit, Eslanda Robeson recounts numerous moments
of learning that occurred with community members and comrades in Cape Town (Woodstock,
District Six, and Langa township), Port Elizabeth and New Brighton township, Alice (with
teachers at Lovedale and Fort Hare), Bloemfontein (for the All Africa Convention), and
Johannesburg (the Bantu Men’s Social Centre and a mine). Yet, her writing focuses largely on
her observations while driving between these places and of other people on the move. She
documents the tin shacks where African railway workers live next to the tracks––striking at first,
but these shelters grow “familiar” as her journey progresses––and the routes of mine trains––
those filled with African workers recruited from all over the countryside and across Southern
Africa on their way to Johannesburg and those whose bodies–– visibly in “broken health,
coughing, exhausted, worked out” were clearly on the return ( ibid., p. 74). Robeson’s writing is
not overdetermined by the spectacle or objectification of mine workers on the move. Rather, it is
based on the recognition that, “the Native has not taken this [violence and oppression] lying
down [...] and has fought every step of the way” (ibid., p. 86). Robeson’s use of the phrase
“every step of the way” cannot simply be reduced to a figure of expression but instead invites a
close consideration of the various modes of worlding on the move and of “making the road by
walking,” to borrow from Miles Horton and Paulo Freire (1990).
On the way to Bloemfontein, Robeson reflects upon two types of families that she sees on
the road. First,

“We saw many Africans trudging in search of new work, trying to escape the intolerable
conditions on the European farms––whole families walking along, day after day, carrying
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all of their belongings on their heads. She asked Bokwe, ‘Will they find better conditions
in the next place?’ He replied, ‘Almost certainly not’” (Robeson, 1945, p. 52).

Shortly after, she explained that,

“Occasionally on the roads we passed families of poor whites, usually Boers, trekking in
their oxcarts...It is said that they are lazy, shiftless, and ignorant, but these accusations are
familiar to us. The same thing is said about Negroes to ease the consciousness of those
who grind us down. The same economic exploitation accounts for the desperate plight of
Negroes and poor whites” (Robeson, 1945, p. 52-53).

Read together, these passages raise a number of important analytical insights. Where scholars
have explored the politics of “diasporic identification” through the parallels that Robeson draws
through shared experiences of segregation and cultural production in South Africa and the Jim
Crow South (Raiford, 2017; Umoren, 2016), much less attention has been given to the ways that
Robeson’s expressions of recognition and familiarity extended to the racial discourses and
economic conditions of poor whites. Yet, Robeson also extensively sought out research on these
communities and was frustrated that she found so little. She understood the relational nature of
dispossession and exploitation without reducing these processes to equivalence (Chari, 2009;
Willoughby-Herard, 2015). Reading these passages through the lens of abolition geography
(Gilmore, 2017; McKittrick, 2007), I argue that we should focus not on whether these migrants
found better conditions in the next place but rather on how, step by step, they made conditions
livable and workable, and forged collectivities––in the broadest sense––to move walls and catch
a glimpse of ‘things in the large.’
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While An African Journey does not go into extensive detail about these histories of
resistance, Robeson’s writing consistently acknowledges these long-standing traditions of Black
radicalism and she continues to learn through practices of cultivation. Thinking with the
metaphorical and material movement of walls and concomitant consciousness formation
provides a way of tracing the transoceanic and underground circuits and spaces of political
education, through which critiques of racial capitalism and visions of liberation and selfdetermination were forged. Radicals moved through, around, and below walls––of pass laws,
passport restrictions, and sedition ordinances, to name a few––in their efforts to build
movements and break down walls at home and abroad.

Conclusion
The shipboard writings of Claudia Jones and Eslanda Robeson unsettle dominant readings of
oceanic space and chart new intellectual itineraries for grappling with the (un)knowable and
(un)sayable. For both of these women, the ocean is an iterative and evolving space of learning
and building for liberation struggles. Their process of building bridges and moving walls was
anchored in a Black feminist practice attentive to the “shifting ground tactics” (Taylor, 2006) of
struggle, open to the revision of categories and of ways of being and seeing, and embraced a full
range of asylum seekers––from the children who worked to make different worlds on deck, to
nurses who built freedom dreams, to deportees and exiles who mourned while they actively
imagined making new communities in and through storytelling.
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5. Conclusion: Stories, Salvage, and a Grounded Politics of the Oceanic
Otherwise

Oceanic Groundings is a story of stories. It is a multidimensional mode of earth-writing that,
through anchorage in Black feminism and subaltern geographies (Chari, 2016; Hartman, 2019;
Legg & Jazeel, 2019; McKittrick, 2006), remains open to conceptual unmooring and attentive to
the aural politics and poetics of the sea which, as Dionne Brand (2001, p.51) writes, “sounded
like a thousand secrets, all whispered at the same time [...] the same substance that carried voices
or smells, music or emotion.” The stories that comprise Oceanic Groundings––of the conceptual
linkages between the engine room and the International, the lifeways of musicians embedded
within imperial shipping industries, and the shipboard writings of Black feminist exiles and
researchers––are alternative mappings and methodologies for listening to, remembering, and
(re)imagining the relational configurations of oceanic space against colonial partition and the
permanence of Black abjection.
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In dialogue with Paul Gilroy’s (2017) recent “sea level” theorizations––through the
brazen and undisciplined archive of “offshore humanism” through the novellas of Herman
Melville and Frederick Douglass to contemporary acts of solidarity with and rescue of Syrian
and Eritrean migrants in the Mediterranean––the stories in Oceanic Groundings “supply a
valuable means to help us find out which differences will be different enough to matter” (Gilroy,
2017, p. 19) and of “salvaging imperiled humanity from the mounting wreckage” (Gilroy, 2017,
p. 20) of racial capitalism. The stories discussed throughout Oceanic Groundings index a
constellation of provisional place-making strategies through which maritime workers and
travelers learned the city and sea through and for “the imperatives of struggle” (McKittrick,
2006, p. xxiv ) for survival, life-affirmation, and insurgency. From the stories of these often
obscured and overlooked figures, we might yet salvage––which is to say recuperate, study, and
make usable––the capacious world-making projects routed through kitchens, cabins, and streetcorners that have been written-off as spaces of pathology and detritus.
The stories and storytelling practices discussed throughout this dissertation are acts of
oceanic grounding that unsettle conventional metaphorical and material readings of oceanic
space, transnational solidarity, and Black vernacular cultures. While this dissertation began with
the premise of listening to and learning from the structured movements and political dialogues of
ordinary people in the streets and docks of port cities, the chapters have followed maritime
workers and travelers through the front room studio of Mrs. Deniz’s house, the engine rooms of
deep sea ships, and the cabin rooms where Eslanda Robeson and Claudia Jones wrote and
remembered. In doing so, the chapters have highlighted the dialectical relation between mobility
and stasis and the spatial practices of social reproduction, carework, and community building
that enlivened and enabled abolitionist geographies. These intimate spatial practices are often
overlooked within studies of maritime radicalism. Yet, as I have shown, the groundings in and

109

through these spaces underwrote and rewrote practices of militant worlding. These groundings
allow us to listen to and learn from different geographic stories.
There is much at stake in telling what Katherine McKittrick describes as “different
geographic stories” (McKittrick, 2006, p. x) and in naming and claiming the stories as such.
Even the meaning of the word “story” is itself a site of contestation as,

“For some story is an object of knowledge, for others a form of practice, and for others it
is a mode of academic expression. Some engage story as literary, fictional, or oral
expression; others engage story as any tracing of relations between personal experience
and a broader world. Some attend to the stories of research subjects or objects; others
weave their own stories. Some use discourse, narrative, and story almost interchangeably;
others tease apart the distinctions between these terms” (Cameron 2012, p. 575-576).

Here, I invoke the language of story not only to suggest simply that all knowledge production is
narratively constructed, ergo “geographers have always told stories” (Cameron 2012, p. 586);
rather, following feminist and postcolonial scholars, I understand storytelling as a generative and
conscious project of world-making. My purpose is not to juxtapose purportedly “small stories” to
grand metanarratives or to relegate storytelling solely to the realm of so-called ordinary people in
contradistinction to a somehow less-storied “History” of the official archives. Story is not
inherently experiential, individual, nor intimate. The stories of marginalized communities have
been collected and circulated through oral histories, community theatre projects, spoken-word
poetry and more in attempt to generate “affective and effective responses from policy makers”
(Pratt 2012, 76) and to “build oppositional politics among these marginalized groups” (Cameron
2012, p. 580). Yet, the national origin stories, settler stories, and stories of social progress, racial
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uplift and belonging are just that: fragmented tales of myths, ghosts, and violent elision
(McKittrick, 2006; Cameron, 2008). Stories, in all forms, are fundamentally weapons for
understanding and writing the world in action. The telling of stories is the production of space. It
is earth-writing.
In my dissertation, I have explored storytelling as a mode of oceanic grounding and
abolition geography. Stories comprised the raw material and resources through which maritime
workers and travelers charted paths toward freedom. The paths were not predetermined, but
constantly reformulated through struggle according to geopolitical imperative, geophysical
properties, and the dreams and desires of militants on the move. As musicians shared beats
across port cities and colonial seafarers shared lessons of how to survive the engine room, these
storytelling acts produced spaces of collective learning and life affirmation that challenged the
“disciplining rhythms” (Davies, 2014) and “death dealing abstractions” (Gilmore, 2002) of
shipboard life. As Pauli Robeson challenged the racial common sense of his white South African
peers on the S.S. Kenya, he insisted that “the rules [were] alterable and that there exist[ed]
another terrain through which different geographic stories can be and are told” (McKittrick,
2006, p. x). As Claudia Jones carried the stories of her comrades with her and built bridges, she
wrote––in pen and practice––the oceanic imagination as a space that resolutely defies epistemic
resolution and imperial weaponization.
Indeed, Geography––earth-writing, as Freiss and Jazeel (2017) argue, is itself a form of
storytelling. In their critique of “landscape” as a static, self-evident, and universally transferable
category of geographical analysis, Freiss and Jazeel advance an approach to earth-writing that is
mutable and multi-dimensional. They write,
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“Earth-writing is not just description, it is also storytelling, it is a productive process
through which we attempt to make earth legible through forms of writing, representation,
and knowledge production[...] If geography is about the production of space as much as it
is about description, then the word landscape itself must be seen as something of a story.
[...] If our argument in this essay is that landscape is a concept, narrative, and spatial
typology that both excludes and obscures, then we arrive at that conclusion only by
listening and learning from the stories people tell us in fieldwork. We learn these
alternative stories and spatialities only by unlearning what we think we know about
landscape” (Freiss & Jazeel, 2017, p. 18-20, emphasis added).

The authors’ treatment of “landscape” further resonates with the “oceanic” as produced
and (un)learned through story. That is, a practice of “ocean-writing attentive to geographical
situatedness” (Chari, 2016, p. 796) requires attentiveness to material relations and to how we
have learned to know and remember. Conceptualizing oceans as stories––in particular, as stories
that constantly unfold according to “shifting ground tactics” (Taylor, 2006, p. 155) and from
which people “question these currents [as they] gather intellectual and cultural resources” (Chari,
2019, p. 205)––is a mode of reckoning with the impasse between metaphor and materiality
within oceanic studies and ontology (Blum, 2010; Deloughrey, 2017). In this vein, Oppermann
(2019, p. 450) writes,

“We should not think that its symbolic stories reduce the sea to a cultural signifier; rather,
these stories are products of an imaginative impulse to visualize through poetic language
terrestrial-aquatic interactions and encounters. So, the stories of the sea matter as much as
its materiality...these qualities are coexistive, provoking an investigation of how marine
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meanings are crafted and lived in a palpable sense between the natural and the cultural,
and how they affect perceptual transformations, ideological shifts, and amendments in
knowledge production.”

In other words, the story of the sea itself, like landscape, is an alterable and workable terrain. It is
itself a shifting ground that is read and registered through thinking on one’s feet and learning in
motion. If it is through listening to and learning from the lives, rhythms, and knowledge systems
of ordinary people that dominant spatial categorizations are are unlearned, then it is the streetstrolling practices of Amy Ashwood Garvey and Walter Rodney, the shipboard education of
Eslanda Robeson and Frank Deniz, and the quiet refusals in Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem
that provide conceptual depth to the material relations of early twentieth century oceanic currents
and a grounded methodology of learning in motion. Their stories demonstrate that
internationalist sensibilities were neither the inevitable outcome of transnational labor mobility,
nor did these maritime workers and travellers simply distribute already-formed political ideas
across oceanic space.
In the context of interwar internationalism, the role of maritime circuits in the cultivation
of political consciousness has been detailed in primary two ways that can be characterized as
distributive and functionalist explanations. First, scholars have explained that seamen covertly
distributed radical periodicals and were integral to the circumvention of colonial sedition laws
(Adi, 2009; Putnam, 2009). Here, consciousness is spread and deepened through the accessibility
and circulation of papers such as the Negro World, Negro Worker, and International African
Opinion. The active dimensions of maritime workers are reduced to their distributive role within
social movements. The consciousness-raising dimensions of the global Black Press and
distributive labor of maritime workers cannot be understated. However, as I have already
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suggested, the formation of political consciousness through maritime circuits must be understood
as deeper and more complex than the transnational transfer of pre-formed political ideas.
Second, scholars have chronicled the ways in which internationalist consciousness
resulted from the international experiences and mobility of maritime and migratory spheres.
Historian Gerald Horne’s Red Seas exemplifies this approach (Horne, 2005). The book traces
the development of the U.S. National Maritime Union (NMU) of the U.S. founded in 1936 and
led by Jamaican immigrant and Communist Party member Ferdinand Smith. Throughout the
1930s-1940s, the NMU fought against Jim Crow hiring practices that divided crews between
white above deck and “coloureds”—including Black, Puerto Rican, and Filipino seamen—
below deck; honored dockworker strikes in Chile, Argentina, and Cuba; and NMU sailors
supported—with resolutions and direct actions—freedom struggles in South Africa, India,
Brazil, and Malaysia. Horne attributes the NMU’s tradition of radicalism to a number of factors
including “sailors’ ethic of internationalism, their detailed knowledge of global affairs, and their
distrust of ultranationalists” developed through “international experiences” shared by seamen in
ports around the world where they faced and witnessed the violence of racism, colonialism, and
fascism (Horne, 2005). While Horne’s careful reading of the archives—and, in particular, the
NMU’s periodical The Pilot—provides a rich organizational history of the union and account of
international solidarities, what is missing from Red Seas is an explanation of the forms and
content of learning and how these experiences inspired militant sailors to action. The result is a
conceptual flattening that implies that internationalist consciousness, ethics, and solidarities
were the inevitable outcome or function of transnational labor mobility. The approaches obscure
important dimensions of how maritime laborers––through the multiplicity of storytelling
practices––actively produced the “world as university” rather than passively or inevitably
receiving a worldly education (Padmore, 1944).
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My hope is that listening to oceanic groundings can help us to think differently about the
stories that we have heard and told about the unfinished struggle for Black freedom–– stories
about the people whose movements made “the movement” possible, the routes and
reverberations of political consciousness, and the places where workers with seemingly
insurmountable differences of ideology and identity made common cause, however
ephemerally, in the struggle for collective liberation.
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